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OVERVIEW

Chaptet 7 provides:

. A consideration of the enduring appeal of crime films.

of the most popular crime film genres including cop

A discussion of some . y i
. the Western, pirate films, gangster movies ang the

films, private eye movies,
gritty British crime film.

o Ananalysis of some of the main themes whinh commonly emerge Vj/ithin these
genres, with a particular focus on the various forms of masculinity repre.

sented in crime films.

« A discussion of the prison in cinema, its role as allegory and its relationship
to penal reform.

e A consideration of the documentary film.

e An exploration of what ‘remakes’ of classic crime films can tell us about
changing cultural attitudes to crime and justice, using The Taking of Pelham
123 as a case study.

KEY TERMS

s audience = masculinity
. ca‘tharsis » narrative arc
s crime film s prison film

= documentary s realism

» film noir s remakes

» genre

The cri ilm i
mai::‘::tfl lr':hls arguably the most enduring of all cinematic genres which
b ot 1 mi this chapter somewhat daunting. Where does one start and fin
with a subject as vast as ‘crime film'? Wh ) ’
out? How t . . ‘ at to include and what to miss
0 condense into a single chapter movies as diverse as Bullitt (1968)

and Batman (1989), Murder on th .
' e Ori
(1978), Some Like It Hot (1959) and Hee: { Bxpress (1974) and Midnight Express

; _ t (1995), Ti
2/ 17’? (,2028)_: of Pirates of the Caribbean: the @:;effzg Oge S e e
in(f;’:) gzra:zezihgs 32013)? ’Ijhe answer is that it ig impoisi }5‘11Ck Pearl (2003) .anc?
o LbE t ;l un el’pm§ an array of better-known = T.he oLt e
o ers, 'elgangster film, the pirate movie th genres including cops
ilm, the classic ‘'whodunnit’, the heist « the Western, the private eye

) movie, ani . .
mately, all this chapter can do is to introduce then:aiind film noir and, ulti-
€r to a few ideas and

;I;liilzregfmfurgher reading and watching. The chapter (j
films that hSI OCu.mentar‘;eS’ and ‘remakes’, and wij] 1 1sCusses crime films,
ave enjoyed significant commercial succegs a;8§1Y focus on those

+ +0s highly selective



l? CRIME FILMS AND PRISON FiLms
=

iberately populist stance is in co )
delf o which i to cover “the bestI:; Zsfnt; t(;gllero rctnmin(.)loginal treat-
worst and .most trivial' (Rafter, 2000: 7) axﬁ) d/oint ;‘,11:11;116 films and
[however pithy) about every film that canr be inclu(‘;;dlc 'ttlj'y o sy
icular genre fOT fear that some pedant will shout 'but what abxt m?'a'lp‘)}?'r-
chapter simply hopes to raise some interesting but exploratory issue;”k; is
n andful of somewhat randomly selected films which tie in to s,omeao;n:*;l :

themes raised elsewhere in this volume.

ents 0
aVOid the
something

The appeal of crime films

it is instructive to ask the question: what accounts for the
enduring popularity of the crime film? Generally such movies will centre on a

criminal, a victim and an avenger (Leitch, 2002) and the similarities, differ-

d interactions between these adversaries usually constitute an exciting
ossible reason for their attraction is

First of all, though,

ences an
and tension-building dynamic. Another p
that they incorporate elements which appeal to the audience’s own antisocial
es or to their ambivalence toward the police and other

e number of incompetent or corrupt cops and judges we
find ourselves empathizing with the vil-
lain rather than the good guy and even the most depraved offenders can be
attractive and charismatic in the movie world (Anthony Hopkins' portrayal of
serial killer Hannibal Lecter in the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs, for
example). In cinema, activities which in real life are often grubby, mundane
or quite administrative - such as organized crime - are given an aura of mys-
tery, glamour and recklessness. Some film-makers and critics maintain that
crime film is cathartic; it allows audiences to live out their normally sup-
pressed deviant fantasies in a vicarious but harmless manner and gives them
a glimpse of other worlds (from the old-fashioned casino to t'he courtl‘room)‘ that
may be unknown to them in the real world. In some €ases, film may 1llum1f1ate
worlds that are not just unknown but unknowable.to many Viewers. Fllms
about prisons and the Mafia are two examples of SI{bJeCtS that are sut roundi

in myth; hidden societies that fascinate and intrigue. Curiously, then, t le
mediated version of these worlds is better known to most people than ﬂfe rea;
ity, and many individuals who do enter these realms may have expectations 0

them that come straight from the movies - and may even aic;s s
modes of behaviour in imitation of characters from films (Jewkes, 25 /

2003; Fiddler, 2007; Parker, 2009b). o con
Audiences may also achieve catharsis through the (i
unbearable social anxieties into entertainment, 85 a

or deviant tendenci

authorities; hence th
encounter in movies. We sometimes

version of potentially
nt moral panics are
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e subcultural and threats a5 di

scaled down from th.e gIObzlr:;:?al disasters are vanquished by Ch:;:Se A
terrorism, invading aliens 81;1 cmeric lines of the crims Sl (Leitch anatlc
heroes within the comf.ortah Ytir i the media's inolination make a'll 002
Alternatively, as noted in C a‘; tential ‘victimness', may result in ap e
ence members equal in theltli‘ \f;s Consequently, like all other mediq filmzsswe
fascination with suc_h narrala in.g of the possibility of being a victip, and 3

represent an hysterical reporY erhaps crime films appeal simply because iiclv.
ing it.off (Osborne, 199aES')S'u re Es that criminal behaviours can be explaineq a:f

permit glosuref:f;flllzsri an be solved. They offer immutable definition, of th:
fhatt senouslo * and guide our emotional responses to it (Rafter, 2007),
cnrr;:flprobui‘;: of thg appeal lies in the thrill inherent in most Crim
geri e;i glle pursuit of the ‘baddie’, the high-speed car chase, the cqgq,
lence, the clever build-up of tension, or whateveli - thes§ scene:s are ofte
more than set pieces which would leave the aufhe-nce dlsappo.mted and unfy].
filled if left qut. Many exime films have @ Mmited narvetive are ang g
relatively predictable in terms of their structurf:, sto.rylme anc} dl.alogue. For
example, the 23-part James Bond series succe_eds' in Pemg a multi-million dollar
global franchise, as well as a very British institution, partly by virtue of its
sheer formulaic-ness. While Daniel Craig's 007 is a darker and more violent
character than Bond as played by Pierce Brosnan or Roger Moore, it is only his
new-found sensitivity to (some) women ~ and, much to some fans’ chagrin, his
blond hair - that differentiate him from the first incarnation of Bond played
by Sean Connery in 1962. While the production team behind Bond have had
to respond to the rapid-fire camerawork and impressive stunts that showcase
Jason Bourne, the decision to continue with the tried-and-tested formula of
007 movies also suggests that the franchise is impervious to the ideas of dif-
ferent directors (there have been ten directors so far). Both Steven Spielberg
and Quentin Tarantino are reported to have wanted to direct a Bond film,
perhaps thinking they could bring something fresh and personal to the fran-

chise. They may have been rejected precisely because something new is not
considered desirab]e,

f To take another example, gangster or 'mob’ movies usually have a structure
ormed,

in part, by the obsession with rules that is fundamental to the genre.

B:ahsed on unquesFioning loyalty to the 'family’, h onouring one's debts to each
el gang leader with a mixture of fear and

ng the 'godfather’ or
Tespect, the group is Constituted as the Supreme social authority and, while fos
le-crossing and dealing providing much

rules are frequently broken with doub
ft icination
zrimh: Szzzzian)hctfauon of the genre (as wel] ag underlining the message thet
; 3Y), the social structyre 4 i the g8’
St famlly remaing inaot Moreom. nd unshakeable authority of

t
there is a sr izable lineage th2
the gangster movieg of t ong, recogniza

€ film
al Vio-
n Iitﬂe
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/c;ms FILMS AND PRISON FILMS

B Smoking Barrels (1998) and Quentin Tarantino's P

ek ges £ gangsterdom in Resemo;: s {199 and Pulp "Cﬁol:(()g;ghi;z
‘ stic e cach by .reference to the others and it is partly the audience’
" aders miliarity with the codes and conventions of the genre that accountS
assureir continuing success (Langfqrd, 2005). Finally, the message that crims
for thi oay also frequently underpins movies based on real-life stories - foi
{0esh o Blow (2001), The Krays (1990) and Goodfellas (1990) - even if the ha

f two hours demonstrating quite graphically that it d{)es "~

ePent the best part ©
5

The crime film: masculinity, autonomy, the city

—

The pleasing familiarity of a formula also extends to cinematic themes. Indeed,
what strikes me as I start to reflect on the topic is that there are a small num-
ber of key premises and characterizations that shape many crime movies. One
theme that appears to run through all crime genres is a particular type of
‘manliness’; @ rugged masculinity that combines with heroic agency (Sparks,
1996) to form a self-confident and self-reliant protagonist. The 'tough guy’ has
been a staple of cinema since the first gangster movies were produced in the
late 1920s and early 1930s. Exemplified by characters such as Tony Camonte
in Scarface (1932; remade in 1983) and Tom Powers in The Public Enemy (1931},
strong heroes (even if engaged in illegal activities) held huge appeal for
American audiences in the Depression era who were disenchanted by author-
ity and wanted to take control of their lives (Leitch, 2002).

Since that time, crime films have presented an archetype of individualistic
masculinity set against larger forces, whether the wide expanse of the high seas
or cattle plains (and the primitives who inhabit these territories), or the formal,
Ofcupational organizations and structures that contain and curtail their indi-
V‘fiuﬂ autonomy and maverick tendencies. For example, cop films (let us use
Dirty Harry as an archetype) are dominated by the loner who battles against the
:‘ffﬁucraoy and incompetence of their own police fif.:partmen.t, or at Ie:ast
g S¢s to play by the rules (Carrabine, 2009). In addition to' be1ng ob_sessw.e

Solated at work, the American cop usually has a private life which is devi-

ant . . ”
) é dysfunctional or nonexistent and his lonely isolation
o Sr;lost Immutable of all the genre's conventions’ (Le

85ter movie reveals the ‘fantasy of a secret society wi

(La
Woilke' 2003: 128) and the 'Godfather' is surely the alph

has been described as
itch, 2002: 222). The
th masculine rituals’
a male of the film
2Othdc':he pirate film - from the swashbuckling epics of the first hecallf of th:
OWer tn tury that showcased matinee idols such as Efrol Flynn an ’IYrgx;s
beg é O the recent Pirates of the Caribbean series starring Johhny Depp - t

“facterized as ‘a man fighting for the right in a world that does no
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understand the right as he sees it' (Parish, 1995: 3, ci.ted in Parker, 2009;. 17
The freedom, solitude and resourcefulness e.v?.k,ed 1.n the Westery APpear, ),
have a near universal appeal to men.and boys: 'it’s fair t’o say that in g, min(tio
of many men, even if only for ﬂeetl.ng moments, there’'s -a hankering by s
free and rugged, as engaging and boisterous, als hardwprkmg, daring apq indas
pendent, as truly American, as the cowboy (Hassrlck -1974: 139, citey &
Parker, 2011). The heist movie is about the masculine pursuit of PfOfeSSiOnaliSm
and perfection - the 'perfect crime’ - at theT exper'lse of .domestic and familial
ties (Rayner, 2003). More complex is the film oir, which may be re, d as
definition and defence of masculinity as the .hard-boﬂed }}ero grapples with, the
dangers represented by the feminine - .not _]l:lst women in themselves by also
any non-"tough” potentiality of his own identity as a man' (Leitch, 2002 72: see
also Krutnik, 1991). In short, the hero embodies a charismatic, self-contaipe q
hyper-masculinity. He may be unusual, unpleasant even, but he is HJWays;
‘complete man' (Chandler, 1944: cited in Sparks, 1996).

The private eye - who often appears in film noir - is sometimes describeg
as the urban cowboy of the screen and, once again masculinity is a defining

feature:

The popular image of the private eye has less to do with his idealized, often
obsessive professionalism, however, than with his masculinity. Far more than
films about police detectives or amateur detectives, [private eye] films regard
detective work as a test of what Frank Krutnik calls the private eye’s 'self-
sufficient phallic potency’. This convention is so deeply ingrained in private eye
films that it is hard to appreciate how arbitrary and strange it is ... there is no
reason to assume that testosterone ought to be a prerequisite for the job.
(Leitch, 2002: 197)

Leitch goes on to explain that the genre’s celebration of masculinity is exempli-
fied by The Maltese Falcon (1941 in which the private eye hero, Sam Spade, is
pitched against a voracious femme fatale and three men clearly characterized
as homosexuals. Spade is thus ‘admirably, heroically masculine’ precisely
because he is not female and not gay: hence the private eye's manliness must
constantly be confirmed through conflicts with asexual or bisexual characters -
or more often with female or gay male characters - whom the film leaves
‘demystified, disempowered, defeated and dehumanized’ (Leitch, 2002: 198);
That is not to say that all cinematic heroes are the same or even that the¥
(?etero)sexuality is as clearly defined as Leitch's description suggests: cHfte
films permit a wide variety of masculinities within a diverse array of settings
and narratives (Sparks, 1996). In fact Davies and Smith (1997; 19) go so f&f as 10
sugge# that since the late 1980s I€presentations of white males as domestica!®™
feminized or paternal have dominated filmy genres to such a degree that jtis 0 Yt

in the films of Quentin Tarantine that ‘machg masculinity’ (which W€ w

characterize as violent and uncompromising although always underpinned by



sur] remains intact. This seems g
" un:h that even 'macho masculipj
it iot‘ks bo pering that some of Tarantipg’
} hre.m:;ilsque version of masculinity

1 Overstate
Y’ can hay
e

ac :
S reglﬂar Cast ets. It IS also

into othey
ot Travolta's character in Ty, Taki efoles, as the g;

. hyperbolized representationg of
F{lrt . obS@fVCS that the Cxaggerated Muscular

mMent an

be” mof

old-fashioned macho attitudes’ (Telegraph,

Jronically, Bourne might not be direct;
form but it seems that it is not just
erotically charged in mainstream cinemg

Bond in Casino Royale (2006) emerging from the sea in his swimming trunks
ina pastiche of the iconic moment in Dr No (1962) where Ursula Andress steps
from the sea in a white bikini, and Johnny Depp as camp pirate Jack Sparrow
in the Pirates of the Caribbean series who embodies the male beauty and joyous
love of adventure that marked the classic pre-war films about outlaws and
pirates and was intended to appeal to men and women equally (Parker, 2009a).
It is also not the case that there is no female counterpart to the masculine
hero; there are, of course, examples of women leads in Westerns (Calamity
Jane, 1953), cop films (Blue Steel, 1989; Fargo, 1996), assassin movies (Nikita,
1990; Kill Bill Vols. I and II, 2003 and 2004), films about serial killers (Mc.mster,
2003), pirate films (Cutthroat Island, 1995), films efbout outlaws (?Oﬁme and
Clyde, 1967), buddy/road movies (Thelma and Louise, 1991), anfi glfls'Wl'th'
guns' (for example in countless Japanese anime: films ~ a}r:d ﬁ}nms -starnang
Angelina Jolie), but they are anomalies. For Martin Parke'r, .ttesel‘t‘irsmtr:‘el:: : hrlz
interesting, and might be celebrated as examples of a fe.rmil}lls bo elrirer i
is largely because there are so few examples of women 1.nl ese dgictablé -
notes that, in the main, women are still portrayed in fairly pre s

fad § Iden
The suffering housewife, the raped hostage, the accimphceé?nk:;’;'t;:stiomen
hearted prostitute and so on. Women usually only make sens '




