Into the Labyrinth 31

Pervasive elements of myth inform film noir on the deepest levels.
The critic Northrop Frye’s encapsulation of the solar myths that
span countless cultures certainly applies to the noir universe: “The
hero travels perilously through a dark labyrinthine underworld full
of monsters between sunrise and sunset.” The hero is among the
monsters, out of the sun, until he reemerges—into the night. In ail
films noirs, the respective labyrinths are as varied as the heroes who
must enter them. Which is to say that the depiction of the particular
city, its milieu, and its relationship to the hero on his quest within its
bowels is unique to each film. The city itself counterpoints and an-
ticipates the hero’s actions almost as another character would. In lit-
erature, we find this phenomenon in the Venice of Italo Calvino’s
novel Invisible Cities, whose nameless, anonymous residents populate
a city at once monolithic and multifluid in its complexity, in the hal-
lucinatory Paris of André Breton's Nadja, and the devouring, Gren-
del-like metropolis in the Russian futurist Andrei Biely’s St. Petersburg.
The city-as-a-character in film noir is revealed to us incrementally, in
the way of a cubist construction, plane by plane, prism by prism, off
a multifaceted whole. (In a 1950 film, Once a Thief, the “City of Los
Angeles” is even listed among the characters in the credits.)

An astonishing number of films noirs begin with one of two im-
ages behind their opening credits: a cityscape at night, stationary or
panned by a moving camera; or a train or locomotive hurtling
through the night. The train we will discuss elsewhere, but the
cityscape is so prevalant as an opening for these films that it is mind-
boggling to contemplate how many different directors, producers,
and studio executives in the same city, during the same period, were
unaware (or unfazed by) the sheer repetitiveness of the device. In
these cityscapes we‘are often being introduced to the film’s most sig-
nificant element—the city—just as in other genres we more com-
monly see one of the characters enter a film’s narrative frame (that
is, a specific locale or situation) behind the opening credits. In a film
noir, when the credits have run their course (and it’s hard to resist

" mentioning that in Kiss Me Deadly, alone among any films I've ever

encountered, the opening credits run backward, thus setting the
tone immediately for the film's upside-down moral universe), we

~ nearly always cut directly to its hero, somewhere within the enor-

mous urban jungle we have been gazing at from afar.
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