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INTRODUCTION

Because, tough talk or not, ramming the probe liatgmding to go into it
from the company angle or however | played it, ¢hemas stuff going on
here | didn’t understand, and my stomach was tehire it was no good.
—James M. CainjJealous Womarn992, pp.36-37

The protagonist in Cain’Sealous Womaris blasé about the danger
that he is in, and this world-weary awarenesshés ttanslation of his
existential anxiety and angst, which evoke noiriescapable sense of
determinism. Such an uncontrollable force congtftwt noir credo and this
is articulated by a male noir protagonist’s serfsentrapment in the world
of crime that he is driven into, a world that isvgmed by a bleak,
pessimistic, and delusional vision that inevitatdgeshadows his doomed
ending. So important is this force to the concelgaton of the noir genre
that it is often reified at both structural andrizolevels. At the structural
level, this force is manifested by noir's convotlitgarrative style and plot.
Many classical noir narratives, especially in sgahnonical noir films as
Billy Wilder's Double Indemnityf1944) and Robert Siodmaki$e Killers
(1946), are told by using a flashback techniques Téchnique serves to
create a sense of alienation and at the same timeveal, in the case of
the latter film, a miasma of double crosses that@wvas involved in. At
the iconic level, both the doomed male protagorestd the duplicitous
femmes fatales form an aesthetic that alludes ® mloir genre’s
ideological contradictions. While the male protaigta inescapable
fatality is often the reflection of his own greeddadubious morality, the
annihilation of the femme fatale is rooted in hailure to absorb these
ideological contradictions (as opposed to the gmothan’s willingness to
assume patriarchal gender roles), which is rathg@eaed as femmes
fatales constitute the embodiment of a male fantasgving unconscious
male anxieties; hence, creating a noir sense ofivateimce. The male
protagonist and femme fatale’s status as iconiardig in the noir tradition
has been widely discussed, but | am more interestdatle portrayal of
other female characters that are constructed asgéme undergoes
continuous and various subversion and expansiahywdiose construction
is informed by contemporary theories such as podémasm and post-
feminism.
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While a considerable amount has been written aboniéle protagonist
and a femme fatale—two iconic figures in the ncadition—little attention
has been given to other female characters, espeti@ ones that are
formed as a result of the genre’s development. Eweungh the traditional
femme fatale figure is occasionally referred totlghout my analysis, the
main objective is to delineate these ‘other fenfajares’ that have also
been affected by, and inhabited, the corrupted woitd. To manage this,
my analysis, in effect, concentrates on two crudl@matic focuses
germane to gender and cultural studies, viz., tiger@nd space, and the
body or self, foregrounding their relevancy and lapgpility to the
theorisation of cinematic and literary noir. Thecid®n to use these
thematic focuses is influenced, informed and magigdeby my interest in
pulling together an eclectic collection of neo-ndixts that may
sufficiently encapsulate wider temporal and critidadicators. These
temporal and critical indicators are central in teomporary cultural
theories such as postmodernism and post-feminidomgawith other
theorisations of gender and the noir genre, whielams that my analysis
is drawn from the classical noir examples and thiéin arrive at the neo-
noir sub-genre, and to the latest phenomenon irgémee called ‘future
noir’. | will argue that the coupling of an intetes the representations of
these other women with neo-noir conventions witlilfeate the effort to
categorise as well as understand the new brandemhoir texts written
or directed by both male and female authors. Whtirtdistinct features
the characterisation is important. From my pointvigw this is long
overdue, not so that a new label or name can belatl to it or to show
whether or not the texts subvert or challenge thie conventions, but
rather so it can be used to discuss and corrdiatehiaracters with some
contemporary feminist struggles and issues conegrttie representation
of women in literary and cinematic noir. Eschewing) far as | can the
debate on what a ‘feminist text' or a text labelled such is, the
overarching and unifying factor of my book is th@rrgenre itself.

My book reflects my interest in the representatiérthe other female
characters from noir to neo-noir texts in both fiéund literature. | should
perhaps emphasise here that my book is not an @ttemargue whether
the noir thriller is a genre, a movement, or a eytlfind myself agreeing
with more contemporary critics (like James Naremomdo find this
argument ‘tiresome’, and that we should move ore Tbir thriller has
moved beyond the obstacle or impasse of findingdiginition: one
(including the non-academician) can now easilyimiigtish whether a text
is a noir text or not, especially due to its extemgurn into a marketing
label that attracts its own aficionados. Howevenatis more relevant for
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me is to delineate the ideological and conventishits from noir to neo-
noir, and this can be done by looking at the varggatesentation of female
characters in the development of the noir genedfit¥he central thread
linking the chapters is the attempt to explore goimventions beyond their
generic boundary, venturing into the other geneaploring texts created
by a process of generic fertilisation. This is evitdboth in the eclecticism
of the texts selected and the themes explored.

In brief, | consider classical noir a genre; thigams neo-noir and
future noir are its natural extensions or sub-genthat is, a creative
variation and subversion of the classical noir gekril find myself
comfortable with the definition of a genre employsdMartin Rubin, who
argues that ‘[a] genre is a set of conventionssdrated characteristics that
have historically evolved into a distinct, widelycognized type of
composition within an art fornt.To a certain extent, even though treating
noir as a genre often demonstrates a dependenay st of formulaic
features, the chief difference lies, as Paul Coloeines, in the idea that
‘[w]hile formula is demonstrable, then, its receptiis less easy to define.
Genre, in contrast to formula, is concerned précisgh the issue of how
audiences receive narrative conventionsThe noir genre, both
cinematically and literally, is always about thedimce’s reaction (as
demonstrated by, among others, its complicatedatiegr that creates a
sense of complicity in the audience), especiallgalse of its brooding
mood and atmosphere, cynicism, and critical edfés Fery recognizably
bleak and pessimistic vision first motivated mamgrieh critics to name
the post-war American ‘hard-boiled’ stories thewrid in early 1945 the
‘serie noire or “dark series® Therefore, when a batch of American crime
films that was based on the series appears, naimgaits grim portrayal
of American criminal underworld and society in gextiethe term ‘film
noir’ was coined. Due to the common noir narrativéhat time that deals
with the failure of the returning war veterans tapt to the changing
society, which is rooted in the radical changeéndgr assignments due to
economic changes and demands, critics of the remregwere quick to
label film noir misogynistic. The feelings of aliion and isolation
experienced by these war veterans are translated noir existential
despair and generalised angst; and the sourceanfebkeems to coalesce
most insistently around the financially independantl sexually charged
women.

Thrillers, 1999, p.3
2 Narrative, 2001, p.213
3 R. Barton Palmetiollywood’s Dark Cinemal994, pp.7-8
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Historically, this deep-seated fear of women’s d@® in the noir
tradition is mutated into a blame on their econgmoral, and sexual
independence, as embodied in the femme fatale efiguwoman who,
sometimes not through her fault, represents a thteathe male
protagonist’s virility. It quickly became clear tioe critics of the genre that
the femme fatale is portrayed as insubordinatehigystyle, atmosphere,
and vision of a noir text, marking the genre’s @asing interest in
annihilating her subjectivity. Her presence in ttarative represents the
destabilisation of masculinity, which adds to ‘#agerience of alienation,
fragmentation and inconsistency that characterigh Hlm noir and neo-
noir'.* As ‘the entire history of American genre film cdule traced on the
bruised and besieged white male botyier annihilation, therefore, is
ideologically driven. Many studies have been cdrrieit on the femme
fatale figures in film noir. Little, however, hasclused on the representation
of the female characters in both literary and ciatiennoir. One of the
reasons for this, as Lee Horsley has argued, tsttiefemme fatale is a
stereotype more prevalent fiflm noir [original italic] than literary noir®
Frank Krutnik’sln a Lonely Street: Film Noir, Genre and Masculnior
instance, concentrates on the ‘classical’ Hollywaitema, paying little
attention to the female characters available dutheg period. E. Ann
Kaplan in the new edition dWomen in Film Noiraddresses the lack of
‘feminist perspectives on film noir, or perspectivdealing with women at
all'.” Kaplan’s observation also illuminates the fact #xen less research
has been carried out that combines the study ofitdrary and cinematic
female noir figures. This book aims to redresshiiance by combining
the study of the representation of the female altars in both literary and
cinematic noir and neo-noir, paying particular @titen to how noir and
neo-noir conventions can be used to give meanmtigtr characterisations.

In addition to combining the study of cinematic witterary noir, this
study also treats and explores the neo-noir subegemtside of its
American context. This treatment is crucial as parny evidence that the
neo-noir sub-genre, with the influence of postmaidr culture, has
expanded beyond the temporal and spatial refereoicéise post-World
War Il American society. It seems natural for tharngenre’'s socio-
political critics of society to go through some atiee variations, namely
neo-noir and future noir sub-genres, while maintgjrthe meta-discourse

4E. Ann Kaplan, ‘Introduction to New Editiont¥omen in Film Noir2000, p.1

5 Manohla Dargis, ‘Pulp Instincts’, iAction/Spectacle Cinema: Sight and Sound
Reader ed. by Jose Arroyo, 2000, p.120

% The Noir Thriller, 2000, p.10

72000, p.5
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of its critical edginess and doomed vision. Thesb-genres, often
generated by noir's blatant honesty and persistétital enquiry into the
dark side of human nature, are in themselves af@iteontested cultural
ideology. Woody Haut itZNeon Noir for example, asserts that:

Though neon noir fiction reflects the warp and wobfsociety, it rarely
does so to the point of negating the inner workinfghe genre or of
exposing itself to political categorisation. Whilmost contemporary
noirists maintain a grip on the moral centre ofrtffietional world, others
demonstrate a more flexible relationship. Respando a crime-ridden,
economically extreme, and morally uncertain cultdhe latter carve out
narratives that manoeuvre between fiction and capbn, self-reference
and artifice®

Haut's view alludes to neo-noir's affinity with aagtmodern take on
the genre, highlighting the noir genre’s adaptgb#éind malleability. The
sustainability of the constitution of the noir geris evident in its sub-
genres, and ‘what links the 40s and 90s’, accortting. Ann Kaplan, ‘is
the political and social sense of something amisérmerican culture—a
sense of drift, of pointlessness, political helpfeesss, and of inaccessible
and hidden power creating generalised arfgatthough Haut and Kaplan
are talking about noir’s critical edge that rel@sa maelstrom of political
and social events specifically in America, the gelmais evolved beyond its
geo-political boundaries with noir texts mushroogiroutside the
American context. The expansion beyond the Americamntext is also
possible because of the nature of the neo-noiriteedf, which is defined
based on temporal rather than spatial specificati®ichard Martin, for
instance, sees this transformation and link as taralapart of generic
progression:

Where seventies neo-noir which in itself constifugam investigation and
critique of the noir form—was characterised by anthtic revival of the
latter-day films noirs of the fifties, and eightieso-noir tended towards a
visual pastiche of what was perceived as a cldssigastyle, nineties neo-
noir offers an eclectic mix of all that has gondobe, a self-consciously
ironic palimpsest informed by knowledge of the diigtof the film noir
genre from its inception in the forties to its rali in the sixties and
continuing evolution through the seventies and tigh®

81999, pp.11-12

9 ‘Introduction to New Edition’, inWomen in Film Noir ed. by E. Ann Kaplan,
2000, p.1

19Mean Streets and Raging Byll997, p.117
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Martin’s observation highlights neo-noir's concesith style, mood,
and theme. These are important in characterisiognog texts, indicating
that neo-noir has become a signal of the postmodemment—a moment
beyond generic boundaries. This link has enabledanalysis to include
some British noir texts, for example Nicholas Bbets Acid Casualsand
Neil Jordan’sThe Crying Game

The first section of this book concentrates on tietral issue
surrounding a feminist view of space, demonstratiog/ noir's tendency
to destabilize the dichotomy of privacy and puljyidan have progressive
effects on the female characters. The general gsanmregarding
women’s association with private space (hence tkabordination in
patriarchy) is explored by looking at two typesnaftratives, viz., serial
killer narratives and revenge narratives. Chapter explores the serial
killer narratives in relation to female charactarsl noir conventions by
focusing on the dynamics of the discourse of spadth gender
assignment. By using Donald W. Ball's sociologitaims, privacy is
defined as ‘one’s ability to engage in activitieghaut being observed by
non-involved others’, and publicity as ‘the obsédaility of these activities
by others not directly involved® | also use the term space and place
interchangeably, arguing that they share the samm# pf confluence in
the way a character finds meanings in his or hentity. To facilitate my
analysis, | found the definition given by feminggographers, Karen Lury
and Doreen Massey, to be useful in understandiagrteaning of space.
Space in the serial killer narratives, | discoverettans three varying
types of proximity: one, between the serial kilkard the victim; two, the
serial killer and the detective; three, the sekiler and society. In this
chapter, | return to the question of how liberatihgse female characters
are especially when they are studied in relationthe serial killer
narratives and noir or neo-noir conventions. Asasélling is seen as a
way of oppressing women, this chapter also triesshow how noir
conventions help to subvert and appropriate theaipublic paradigm,
and to illustrate how this affects the constructairthe neo-noir female
characters. Lastly, by juxtaposing the female attara in literary noir
with its cinematic counterpart, | hope to illuserahat the literary noir
woman is usually and largely more progressive tien cinematic
counterpart.

Chapter two explores revenge narratives by trattiedink between a
male avenging figure in the noir tradition and mifee fatale in the urban
milieu that they inhabit. Building upon exampleskea from male

u ‘Privacy, Publicity, Deviance and ControPacific Social Reviewl 975, p.260
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avenging figures in the classical noir traditiorwaduld like to show that,
unlike typical revenge narratives, noir revengeratares are defined by
the avenger’s existential despair. Two principagstions of this chapter
are: one, how do noir's masculine traits affect tbygresentation of these
female avengers?; two, what are the similarities differences between
female avengers in noir and neo-noir texts? To endhese questions, |
begin by looking at the failure of community ane thailure of agency to
understand the motivations behind the female avé&nhgections. This
chapter also revisits the debate surrounding tha af gaze as masculine;
my focus, however, is on the question of how thecess of centering and
recentering a female protagonist within the nareatas theorised by Mary
Ann Doanne-alludes both to the noir genre’s tengldéncdisorient the
audience and to the ways of foregrounding the thefmalienation and
isolation. This chapter also looks at how the appation of agency is
formed as a result of the postmodern take on feswgectivity, marking
her status as a hybrid.

The second section of this book focuses on theesgptation of the
‘female’ body/self in neo-noir texts. Chapter thissts out to study and
chart some of the trangressive female characteth wvégard to the
representation of their self/body in neo-noir textse emphasis on the
postmodernist dissolution of modernist subjectivity central to my
analysis in this chapter, producing one of the &mdntal questions of this
chapter: Is gender difference relevant now? My majt@rest in analysing
the effects of generic mutations on the represemntatf these women in
neo-noir texts leads me to explore how the traditionotion of the
feminine, as the antithesis of the masculine, s lack or the
irrationally absent body in this sub-genre, is Ehaed. It also revisits the
debate surrounding the association of woman/ferainiith nature, that is,
an association that consigns her to a victim foseiggest the employment
of a postmodernist critical perspective to show hitsv‘expression of
ontological rejection’ of a unified self, as suggesby Scott McCracken,
can facilitate our understanding of the hybrid abf these female
characters. My other concern in this chapter int@stigate how a noir
female character ‘metamorphoses’ into a neo-ndijestt as the genre is
hybridised. Concomitantly, in this chapter, | ammaainterested in looking
at the representation of the ‘female’ transgressos their link with the
female self as expressed within the neo-noir cdntepropose that the
female self and desire in neo-noir texts can bdyaed especially in
association with its spatial clues, which can ladd in her body. My
interest is in looking at neo-noir texts that deéh desire as the female
characters’ main impulse, and in showing how thasracters’ status as
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transgressors can result in the deconstruction desdabilisation of the
gender binary.

This chapter is further divided into the followirsgctions. The first
section looks at the notions of desire and tramssjpe. | begin by
proposing that neo-noir texts’ status as a postmmiste cultural
production, which defies any form of homogeny, dealthese hybrid
female characters to find their own voice. In orderunderstand the
ideological impulse of the Western binary systeat tonsigns women to
the status of the object of male desire, | invokgcpoanalysis to provide
the background for the formation of this structofedesire in noir texts.
This brings me to the theorisations of identifioatiand gaze, which the
noir genre is known to destabilise. The secondaedf this chapter looks
at Judith Butler's theory of performativity, arggirthat the fluidity of
gender definition in postmodernist texts faciliatthe formation of a
hybrid subject. | argue that the theorisation ohdgr as performative
signals a boundary crossing by the female chamacterough their
performance of gender roles, which then gives thieenatory voices.

Chapter four takes this book a step further froma gerformative
gender roles discussed in chapter three by lookirthe representation of
the female body in the future noir sub-genre, fouyn the interface
between human and machine. One of the major eeguofithis chapter is
to investigate the effects of human/machine interfan the status of the
female characters, demonstrating the way the ogittdd uncertainty
inherent in noir texts can further complicate tiveaby opposition between
human and machine. This | hope will also reveal\uhgying degrees of
interface that can be liberating and influentiathese female characters.
By applying the concept of generic hybridisationwduld like to show
how and why the amalgamation of genres affectsrépeesentation of
gender and identity, which in turn is crucial infideng a human within
postmodern conditions. By doing this, | hope toabée to trace a variety
of female characters in the future noir sub-genjally in cyberpunk
narrative. This chapter asks: what happens whes the human body
itself that betrays or undermines the traditiorefirdtion or constitution of
a human being?

This chapter continues with the exploration of tems cyberpunk,
cyberspace and a cyborg. | venture into cyberpamktary to further
investigate the dissolution of the humanist subjebtough the
man/machine interface. This section seeks to ansmeerquestion: If a
cyborg is a hybrid whereby gender differences assallved, how do |
define a female character? The main objective isfdbction is to consider
the female perspectives on cyberpunk, especiallthencyborg figure in
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the context of future noir. | would like to find bhow a female cyborg
figure can be a liberating symbol for women, a psupported by feminist
critics like Donna Haraway. In order to understdhd treatment of the
post-human female characters in cyberpunk narrafiviook at post-
apocalyptic women and the doppelganger narrativéheé post-apocalyptic
women section, my major enquiry is related to therte of primitiveness
and how the lack of a straightforward conceptutibsa of the
man/machine interface produces a different psychlgtioally informed
question: what happens to the female charactees #if¢ collapse of the
Law of the Father? The doppelganger narrative henother hand, offers
another perspective on cyborg imagery.

| return to the notion of female desire and fa@tuality in the next
section, focusing on the characters who inhab&mbrace virtual reality.
This section seeks to establish how the loss oh@ageand individual
autonomy are linked with cyberpunk’s use of virttedlity as a metaphor
for a female body and desire. This section is &rifivided into two sub-
sections: one, a brief look at the exegesis ofualrtreality; two, an
analysis of female-authored texts. Its aim is tod fout whether or not
these female authors have succeeded in reformiregpdping or
appropriating the cyberpunk sub-genre in an effoftberate their female
characters from the constraint of patriarchy. Boddon Lee Horsley's
analysis of the male characters in William GibsoNsuromancer and
Rudy Rucker'sSoftware | ask, how relevant is this analysis to the femal
characters? The final concluding section of thigptér looks at two texts
written and directed by female authors, Pat CadayahKathryn Bigelow,
respectively, questioning whether or not their espntations of female
characters are progressive or regressive.






CHAPTERONE

SERIAL KILLER NARRATIVES:
THE TROUBLE WITHIN AND WITHOUT

'He never did anything about it till the first Miirdlinger died. It
happened that one of those children was relatedatoMrs Nirdlinger, in
such fashion that when that child died, Mrs Nirgén became executrix
for quite a lot of property the child was due tbenit. In fact, as soon as
the legal end was cleared up, Mrs Nirdlinger cami® ithe property
herself. Get that, Huff. That's the awful part.tuse of those children was
mixed up with property.'

'How about the other two?'

"Nothing. Those two children died just to covee tiail up a little.
Think of that, Huff. This woman would kill two exrchildren, just to get
the one child that she wanted, and mixed thingsat would look like
one of those cases of negligence they sometimesihahose hospitals. |
tell you, she's a pathological case.’

Unlike many classical noir novels that feature itenographic femme
fatale, whose seductiveness and sexuality speléopef trouble and
existential dilemmas to the doomed noir heroes,e3af Cain’sDouble
Indemnityextends her fatality by portraying her as a cdlmbbed serial
killer. In brief, Mrs. Nirdlinge? whose murderous scheme includes
framing the male protagonist, an insurance agefft Mekill her husband
for monetary reasons, is also a serial killer wlas brutally killed some
innocent children for the same purpose. Money, nsdy, is her
motivation to kill. This account, however, does dotorce her from the
psychoanalytic discourse of madness. ‘Frequergigues Frank Krutnik,
‘the woman is ultimately revealed to be a pathalabtase, her deviance
and dissatisfaction set beyond the boundaries tibna explanation,

! James CainDouble Indemnityjn The Five Great Novels of James M. Cain,
1985, p.317

2 Mrs. Nirdlinger is Mrs. Phyllis Dietrichson’s nanfiem her previous marriage.
This reference only takes place in the novel artdhefilm.
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recuperated as madnedsncapsulating classical noir's connection with
psychoanalysis. This madness finds its expressidmia’s suspicion that
Phyllis has ‘a look in her eyes’, and is followegthe death of her mother
who was purportedly murdered by Phyllis. In the ipeHl paradigm,
Phyllis is a castrated figure who is aptly killedtze end.

The serial killer narrative is not a strange or ngwenomenon in the
noir tradition, but it usually centres on the iddavomen as victims of the
crime. American tough gumshoes or egregious vigilantes siscMickey
Spillane’s Mike Hammer are also bordering on sekiflers in their
strategies to solve their cases—the victims, howeae mostly women.
Lee Horsley views Hammer's ‘vigilantism’' as leaniftgwards right—
rather than left-wing views’, which implicitly promtes ‘a macho
conservatism*foregrounding the symbolic function of his violemttion
and angry personality. Serial killers function asial commentators who
therefore can have either a right-wing or left-wivigw. However, they
take a step beyond verbal commentary by actudlipditheir opposition.
Jim Thompson explores this narrative Tihe Killer Inside Mewith the
male left-wing serial killer protagonist, Lou Foad-deputy sheriff, using
the first person narration to foreground his sulbjég. Even though
Lou’s victims are both males and females, his natibn to kill women is
largely psycho-pathological; that is, a recurrenpulse and pattern that
hark back to his childhood trauma, using the worimarhis past as a
scapegoat.

Mine had started back with the housekeeper [Hdlerj]she was woman
to me; and all womankind bore her face. So | catiike back at any of
them, any female, the one it would be safest fikestat, and it would be
the same as striking her.

The impulse and pattern are also palpable in thesiial cinema like
Robert Siodmak’sThe Spiral Staircagethat explores this phenomenon,
with its cinematic representation of a serial kille a Hitchcockian style
noir thriller. The female victims in the film areha@sen due to their
physical disabilities, and the female protagortift)en Capel, is a mute
servant in a mansion where the killer actually diweith his invalid and
domineering mother. Even though Helen is the ckntraracter, the point

3In A Lonely Street1997, p.141

* The Noir Thriller, 2001, p.110

5 Jim Thompson, The Killer Inside Me’ in Jim Thompson’s Omnibu4995, p.
142

1946



Serial Killer Narratives: The Trouble Within and Wout 13

of view of the film is dominated by that of the isérkiller, Professor
Warren, calibrating her as both the object of ind the audience’s gaze.
Helen’s muteness is also ideologically determiniadijcating the film’'s
effort to deny her full and complete subjectivitfhese examples
illuminate two interlacing ideological structuret serial killer narratives
in the classical noir tradition; that is, the womianalmost always the
victim and the victimisation is already prescribeyg the Western binary
system. A female serial killer character and/oraarative involving a
female serial killer, in effect, are rarely expldre

Therefore, considering the period in which the m@euble Indemnity
was written and the way it was transformed for #ilger screen, the
guotation above unveils an important assumptionulvehy the serial
killer part of Phyllis is obscured from the cinemanarration. The
obscurity in the representation of the femme fafaled this is supported
by B. Ruby Rich’s suggestion that ‘the eafynme fatales$sic] had no
explanation for their relentless pain or greéd8veals that by divulging
Phyllis’s background, as a person or as a sefliaf Kes mentioned in the
novel), the film version runs the risk of not ordyeaching the infamous
Hay's Production Codebut also providing her with a history or
subjectivity, constructing her as a sympatheticrati@r. Besides, the
expectation that the femme fatale will finally bengshed is a crucial
ingredient in pleasure an audience derives from rae as the
embodiment of male fantasy. In canonical noir, sotiyity is largely
permissible only to the male protagonist, a symgiathfall guy whose
flaw in judgement overrides the flaw in his chaeactiving a life engulfed
by noir pessimism and determinism. In effect, tleeiad killer femme
fatale inDouble Indemnityis enough evidence to show that while at the
zenith of its classical period, a noir novel's sgressive narrative may
dare to venture into the nadir of post-war Amescaiorality. Its elision
from the silver screen also exemplifies the extentvhich Hollywood is
allowed to explore this narrative, reflecting thgpital puritanical or
‘American right-wing® view that governed the Hays committee. The
transgression of the femme fatale is consideredaltyorsubversive,
perverse, and dubious; therefore punishable uswaily especially by
death. This, in short, demonstrates that Hollywthah is more interested

" ‘Dumb Lugs and Femme Fatales’, in Action/ Speeta€lnema: A Sight and
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8 Frank Krutnik argues that the filouble Indemnityrepresents the workability
of the compromise between ‘Cain’s fiction and thpresentational restrictions of
the Production Codelrf A Lonely Streetl 997, p.137)

9 James Naremor&Jore Than Night1998, p.96
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in the destructive and obsessive relationship betwa male noir
protagonist and the transgressive femme fatale itihaine subjectivity of
the femme fatale itself.

The lack of interest in female subjectivity in caiwal noir stems from
a woman’s status as an embodiment of ‘male fantdsihat is, the
antithetical trait of the Western dualism that gatéses man as the
rational being. In a typical noir narrative suchira$ilms like The Maltese
Falcon* and Out of the Past’ gender assignments are ideologically
driven, amounting to femmes fatales being subjettthe investigation
and male protagonists being the investigators.hatlével of ideological
symbolism, the portrayal of an independent womadugdicitous alludes
to her fatal sexuality, referring not only to pes+s America when a
woman’s financial independence posed a threat tde neonomic
resourcefulness, but also to the noir genre natlys@ masculine form.
Film noir, as feminist critics argue, is not a masee formpar excellence
and therefore is potentially subversive in that nenp allowing ‘the
playing out ofvarious gender fantasies® and in this case, it permits the
female character to freely roam the public sphel@wever, it is in the
very subversiveness of the noir narrative that éiesveniently the very
conservativeness of its own ideological motif, eagiking the femme
fatale’s duplicity and the ensuing comeuppancehasultimate result of
her independence. Freedom, it seems, is only asidh. Phyllis inDouble
Indemnityand Kathie inOut of the Pastare noir iconic femmes fatales
whose eventual death is both ideologically andqpialy prescribed by
the Western schism, highlighting the collectiverfeafemale supremacy.
Christine Gledhill argues that,

Rather than the revelation of socio-economic pastenf political and
financial power and corruption which mark the gaegthriller, film noir
probes the secrets of female sexuality and maleedegthin patterns of
submission and dominantg.

10 Janey Place, ‘Women in Film Noir’, Women in Film NoirE. Ann Kaplan, ed.,
2000, p.47
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When Walter Neff tells Phyllis that ‘I wonder if yowonder’ in the
flashback narrative technique, he forecloses higjestivity, setting her as
a site to be explored and investigated—a demoiwtradf what he
imagines to be his dominance. Lou Ford, in thel fimament of his life as
well as the novel, reflects on his actions withauainting to succumb to
defeat. He naturalises his crime by de-alienatingsklf from society with
his own set of values (‘All of us that started tieme with a crooked cue
[...] that meant so good and did so bad [...] All of ugl of us’);*®
demonstrating the ubiquitous noir unsettling art@tisal ending.

What can be drawn from the representation ofsghéemale
characters is that in the noir tradition women mb@diments are traceable
in the psycho-sociological divisions that associatamen with privacy
and men with publicity, foregrounding the topograph assignment of
gender category. The gendering of this topograines the ideological
pressure that hence creates a signature boundsrthé#se women should
traditionally adhere to, and transgressive femhbracters like Kathie and
Phyllis are therefore punishable under patriarchbds and ethics. These
in turn reward Ann and Lola—the redeeming figure®ut of the Pasand
Double Indemnity respectively—by freeing them from any burdentaf t
crime, as long as they stay loyal to the societpketations of a woman.
Ironically, it is the femme fatale, and not the eething woman, who
achieves the iconic status in the noir traditiagni§ying noir fascination
with the display of her dangerous sexuality. Theidgl ending in which
femmes fatales like Kathie and Phyllis are killgddunshots essentialises
and spectacularises their dead and violated bofdiesgrounding the body
politics at play. This compulsive and covert fastion with femmes
fatales’ violated and dead bodies is related totwark Seltzer calls
‘encounters wittexhibitionsof catastrophe® that in this case their bodies
function ‘as spectacle or representation of cridisaster, or atrocity’’
Seltzer's argument also points to the positionirfigttee violated and
injured female body inside the public arena, anartgnt part of what he
terms as ‘America’s wound cultur® which concurrently illuminates the
collapse of the polarity of gender difference ietsa culture.

A scarred and disavowed female body unremittinglgl @ublicly on
display is part of the proliferation of the bodydamachine culture, which
significantly highlights the links the female bobgs with a crime scene.
The fascination, or | should say the ‘love-hatatiehship’ with the ‘open

15 Jim ThompsonThe Killer Inside Mein Jim Thompson’s Omnibu$995, p.160
16 Serial Killers 1998, p.35
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wound’, is attributable to the origin of the ma&af of the female vagina
itself, that is, a stigma of a castrated femaleybiadhe Oedipal trajectory.
Having forsaken its mythological status, this feaithe ‘open wound’ in
machine culture is now being centrally treatedemifg literally to the
opening of an injured and lacerated female bddg. female body is
therefore less a metaphor for space and is now muetonymically
relevant. Both, in effect, define its role as atimicin a criminal act and
place it in the crime scene itself. A wounded femdlody is now
associated with the identification of the site vehqirivate desire and
public interest collide, a place where the deméawnatof gender
assignment is finally dissolved. What is disturbiisgthe fact that the
collapse of this boundary is still actually at #xpense of a female body
and life, confirming her status as a victim. In ttentext of film noir,
femmes fatales’ erotic representation devolves aiisavowed body that
normally ends up, as Phyllis and Kathie demonstizeg a compulsive
public spectacle of atrocity outside the sanctityadhome. Both of them
are killed on the road, marking the restrictiorttedir freedom outside the
confinement of a home as the freedom that they sseks male
protagonists from achieving their absolute masaylim the public arena.
The public spectacle of femmes fatales’ disavowedids is also titillating;
thus irreversibly establishing its link with theoécisation of the crime and
crime scene itself, explaining and delineating mdrtvhat Mark Seltzer
termed as ‘pathological public sphere’, that ig, shifting of the boundary
between the interior and the exterior.

‘The stylistic gloom of film noir,” argued Dale Ewing Jr., ‘afforded
an appealing paradigm of disorder [...] which israeding ground for all
sorts of irrationalities and fear®.This is another explanation for the
‘pathological public sphere’, and its detailed exgmion lies in formulaic
noir visual styles: 1) dark and distorted shadovwgures, chiaroscuro
lighting, and jarring camera angles; 2) sleazy, ttaf shadow” and close
up shots of the femme fatale to magnify her phydieauty, seductiveness
and duplicity. The first helps to define the moatt aatmosphere of the
film, usually as a form of visual expression synibalf the psychological
make up or milieu of the brooding male protagoni$te second calibrates
fatal female sexuality with a crime scene, magnifyiboth her socio-
economic independence and her (sexual) dominarfee.ndise-en-scene

19E. Ann Kaplan in the ‘Introduction to New Editioof Women in Film Noiglso
points this out. However, she admits that thisésseeds to be pursued elsewhere.
This is one of the points of departure that | aking here (2000, p.12)

2 pDale E. Ewing, Jr., ‘Film Noir: Style and Contertburnal of Popular Film and
Television 1988, p.63
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of film noir is therefore important in ‘the prodimt of a certain mood—
angst, despair, nihilism—within which are reartadgd perennial myths
and motifs such as the deceptive play of appearandeeality, the eternal
fascination and destructiveness of themme fatalethe play of salvation
and damnatior?* To a great extent, in the neo-noir cinematic regméation
that deals with serial killer narratives, the waiyiof these formulaic
visual motifs marks the shift in gender roles, @erreversal. Kaplan, for
instance, argues that in neo-noir films of the X99the gender roles are
reversed: the serial killers fulfil the role of tfemme fatale vis-a-vighe
female heroine as well [...f2 One of the most important effects of this
role reversal is the dissolution of gender deméayoatvhich consequently
affects the relationship between gender and theecsicene. In the context
of noir novels, Jim Thompson is known for the sssten of male serial
killer/psychopath protagonists that he createdhia fifties through the
mid-sixties like Savage Night(1953), The Nothing Man(1954) and
Pop.1280(1964)% Thompson is ‘self-consciously modernist [...] and hi
best known novels, far more radically unsettlifiggvoking the ‘darkness’
which according to James Naremore, ‘was centramtmernist art of
every kind’® This chapter, in part, will look at some of themie
characters who are involved in this role reversathe lack of it, in serial
killer narratives and how they and their roles affected by the changing
gender topography. The central question it asksa® liberating are these
female characters?

In embryo, this chapter explores the serial killarrative in relation to
female characters and noir conventions by focusimthe dynamics of the
discourse of space with gender assignments. Thadysia is important
since serial killer narratives in both novels ailich$ are rarely seen from
noir's point of view, foregrounding the complex ftation of both the
narrative and noir's mood and style. | believe tha will highlight some
significant issues pertaining to the representatibnthe transgressive
female characters in the changing landscape of egeadsignments. |
would suggest that the symbiosis can be seen ircnaivention, with their
unsettling and disturbing endings, blurring of bieary opposite of victim

2 Christine Gledhill, ‘Klute 1: A Contemporary Filtdoir and Feminist Criticism’,
in Women in Film Noired. by E. Ann Kaplan, 2000, p.27

22 E. Ann Kaplan, ‘Introduction to New Edition’, Women in Film Noired. by E.
Ann Kaplan, 2000, p.12

3 |ee Horsley's list of some of Jim Thompson's nevehat deal with a
psychopathic male protagonidthe Noir Thriller, 2001, p.122)

24 Lee HorsleyThe Noir Thriller 2001, p.121

% More Than Night1998, pp.170-171
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and perpetrator, and daringness to venture intad#ker side of human
nature and the underworld; that is, their long temationship with
elements of realism. This is placed in dialoguélie debate surrounding
privacy and publicity, which as | see it, can pdsva useful channel to the
understanding of serial killer narratives. As dekidling is also about
invading a private space, the texts can be paradbaind counter-reactive
to feminist struggles to bring privacy into pubtici foregrounding the
close affinity that serial killer narratives havéwthe debate surrounding
the issue of privacy and publicity. Therefore, tmnceptions of privacy
and publicity are used as a theoretical frameworknfy analysis of these
texts.

Theserial killer narrative in a typical Hollywood native has not been
challenged as far as noir conventions are concergide it is one the
characteristics of noir conventions to have an tilivsg ending, this means
that only noir vision can genuinely capture theeess of the heinous
crime, or give voice to the conventionally margipedl character. It is one
of the purposes of this analysis to actually dermates how noir
conventions employed can enhance the effect ofréipeesentation of
serial killers and female characters in literary ainematic texts. This
chapter also includes texts written or directedvoynen in an effort to see
how or in what manner these texts support or chgiethe myth
surrounding serial killers. What | am also trying ilustrate is that the
literary noir woman is usually and largely strongad more liberated than
her cinematic counterpart. In addition to lookirigttze female leads, my
analysis will also cover marginalized female cheeexin both literary and
cinematic texts. Hopefully, my argument will illuste that the images of
women, despite their positive portrayal, in thiswkiof narrative are
constructed images that are working against libéalinist struggles,
foregrounding the conflict in the struggle for genequality and how this
conflict is manifested in crimes against women.sTimderstanding can be
achieved by exploring how the myth surroundinggeeal killer shapes or
challenges the obsession with privacy and its cdify existence with
public life.

From Metaphor to Metonymy

And in our attempt to understand serial killers, inevitably create myths
about them—works of fiction that may superficigtigrtray the serial killer
as the ultimate alien outsider or enemy of sodetlywhich simultaneously
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reflect back upon society its own perversions, Seand murderous
desires®

Myth and legend are forms of oral traditions thaghlght the
collective fear and anxiety of society, which oftaronically enough,
work as disseminators of those very fears and &egieOne of the core
functions of these oral traditions is their role associal caution’ or
‘cautionary tale’; a social mechanism that usessttapegoated Others—the
unknown, alienated, monstrous, deplorable, lafgen tife and to a certain
extent metaphysical beings, like the undeads ontpha figures—as social
margins that reflect the epistemological pressudréhe society. In Peter
Ackroyd’s Dan Leno & The Limehouse Golgfor instance, the fear of
the unknown serial killer is projected into a mg#ili ‘object of horror’,
%that is, any monstrous figure such as the Golenkra\ya interweaves
his Gothic-style antbildungsroman first person narration with an
investigative narrative embedded in the formal @lisse of a court trial,
which concomitantly affirms the status of the dekiier as a mythical or
legendary figure. The serial killer, in this mytteking tradition, is a
metaphor for something else, and that somethirggada be any literal or
psychogenic threat faced by society.

The creation of these mythical or legendary figusesnperative and
necessary, both as a way of projecting the soc@yllective fear outside
its own constitution and as a way of signifying a boundargrker that
should not be transgresseékthe Other, in this context, has to be situated
outside, not inside the society itself; it has teabthe burden of the
irrational, and usually for that reason possessaggernatural-like’ ability.
It has to live or inhabit the realm beyond the bdamy marker—theutré-
mer-and its occasional infiltration into the societysisen as a portentous
disease or plague, an ominous threat to the obtgnsiable and sane
world. Though serial killer narratives can be tchdmck in the Gothic

2 philip L. SimpsonPsycho Paths2000, pp.1-2

27 Ackroyd’s resembles the Maybrick case in which darilaybrick, a Liverpool
cotton merchant, was poisoned by his own wife, éoe. The similarity is based
on a diary that was allegedly signed by the soletiqlack the Ripper and
resurfaced in the early 1990s (Colin Wilson and Danwilson, A Plague of
Murder, 1995, p.xv) He also uses real cases like the yddizrr family in Ratcliffe
Highway (Wilson and Wilson, p.36 and Ackroyd, p.2@8 add credibility to his
story.

28 peter AckroydPan Leno & The Limehouse Golef998, p.4
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vampire figure, like Dracula or vampifsn the Eastern European oral
and literary traditions, it has been made in/famousodern times by the
notoriously mysterious Jack the Ripper—a figure vibh@ staple of the
study of serial killers, as all the articles thdtave come across never fail
to mention his grotesque sobriquet. Killing five Admn prostitutes in
1888, Jack was nicknamed after his ritual of mtiticrand removing the
organs of his murdered victims. It is the ‘notiori the Ripper’s
immortality’, argued Jane Caputi, that ‘is perh#ps most dominant motif
of the entire myth® The Jack the Ripper story is a prototype for the
figure of the serial killer, providing key semantieferences and
vocabulary to serial killer narratives and convensi, such as the schism
of women as victims and men as perpetrators, theiveiness of the
murderer figure, and the seemingly arbitrary relaghip between the
killer and the victim. Jack the Ripper’s legendatgtus also informs the
way the phenomenon is dealt with, allowing conterapocritics to vivify
the contemporary discourse of representation i ictional and non-
fictional accounts of the serial killer. The ‘histal yet enigmatic
personagé® Jack the Ripper also signifies the critical imgags the
absolute separation between fictional and nonefii representations, as
a great deal of both is informed by each othere Jaaputi argues that
‘[flact and fiction are blithely blurred; the resli of genocide is
overshadowed by mass fascination with the persynafi the killer'3
Therefore, what a serial killer story with a femalerial killer like Dan
Leno and the Limehouse Goledoes is to destabilise the seemingly
monolithic masculine generic convention of seridlek narratives in
which women are eviscerated, foregrounding the present gender
issues and politics in this kind of narrative. ®ina Ackroyd’s novel the
serial killer is a woman, the fascination with lp@rsonality as suggested
by Caputi also means that she is a person witloryisa full subjectivity
that is often denied in literature. By using litgrand cinematic noir texts,
this chapter sets out to demonstrate and illustnate the literary and

2 There is no denying that eponymous Dracula or mather vampire figures
pose some epistemological debates that are rdiateetial killing. This is mainly
due to the fact that their victims are turned it undeads after the ‘killing’ takes
place. Nonetheless, Richard Dyer in ‘Kill and Kilgain' (Action/Spectactle: A
Sight and Sound Readexd. by Jose Arroyo, 2000), did include the vammf
Dusseldorf, albeit in passing, in his discussiothefserial killer.
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