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When talking about film genres, none is quite as gritty or edgy as film-noir. Meaning literally “black film” in French, film-noir was incredibly popular in America through the forties and fifties. The mysteries and gangster pictures which predate and stemmed into noir were too concerned with either intricacies of plot or keeping the audience entertained with shootouts and car chases. Whereas plot and a reasonable amount of action are important in a noir film, nothing overshadows style. This is clearly evident in, arguably, the first purely noir production, John Huston’s The Maltese Falcon (1941). In fact, the Maltese Falcon itself is nothing but a fantastic MacGuffin. It’s just something that all the characters want and serves as motivation for the lying, deception and murder that takes place. The plot in film-noir is never as important as the aesthetic alchemy practiced by the director. Using the same state-of-the-art techniques that Orson Welles was busy exploiting to the extreme just across town for Citizen Kane (1941), John Huston put one of the very first hard-boiled detective stories to film. Not only did Huston win over audiences, critics and colleagues, but he also set the stage for an explosion in American cinema of these dark and styled stories. The production of noir pictures tapered off by the late fifties, but several noir (and neo-noir) masterpieces have been released since. Roman Polanski’s Chinatown (1974), Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) and Curtis Hanson’s L.A. Confidential (1997) are among the most prominent. What’s important is that all of these films have at least some elements remnant of previous noir classics and The Maltese Falcon ranks high on the list of films to emulate.


The plot of The Maltese Falcon comes from Dashiell Hammett’s novel. Hammett was well known for his Thin Man series of books which were made into movies and later, a television show. The protagonist in Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon was Samuel Spade, who Hammett based partly on himself. A sneaky, abrasive, cynical, conniving, vulgar and nearly heartless private investigator, Spade was not the usual fare for a leading man. But he was perfect for a noir-style anti-hero. In filming Falcon, Huston made very few changes to Sam Spade’s (Humphrey Bogart) character. Spade carries on an affair with his partner’s wife, slaps around and abuses characters much weaker than himself and, in the end, sells out the leading lady. How is the audience made to identify and even like Spade? The film presents Spade as a man led by his own principles. Spade’s rules, his way of going about any case (including the one that happens to be his life) will always, it seems, yield a proper outcome. Sure, it seems cold-hearted to say “If they hang you [by that pretty little neck] ... I'll always remember you.” to one’s own love interest, but Spade is looking out for one man: Spade. The audience comes to accept Spade’s selfishness and discard its moral impurity because what is more important than Spade’s knocking people around is how the film goes about emphasizing his character. The film style, both narrative and technical, in Falcon is so smooth, so engaging, that it doesn’t really matter that no one would really like to know Spade in real life.


The thing that separates film-noir from other genres is its specific visual style, usually characterized by deep focus, shadowed faces and very exact framing. The style of the noir film is immediately identifiable. In Falcon, Huston used relatively new techniques to establish his noir world. Deep focus, a technique that allows both the foreground and background to be in focus at the same time is almost exclusively the way Falcon was shot. Low-angle camera position was also a relatively new film technique that was used throughout Falcon. By placing a camera below the waist-line and pointing it upward to show a character’s upper body, Huston created both the effect of domination and claustrophobia since the ceiling was now visible, crushing the character. And, as would become the standard for film-noir, shadows were integral to almost every shot. Most of the time, specific lighting is simply used to convey mood. A good example is the use of lighting in the exterior scenes. Nearly all exterior scenes in Falcon take place at night and allow for some dramatic shadows from streetlamps, emphasizing the somber mood of the story. In certain scenes, however, lighting is a heavily thematic tool.


Besides the search for the Maltese Falcon, a murder mystery also occupies Spade’s mind throughout the film. The killer, however, is given away – at least symbolically – long before Sam Spade figures out who it is. At two points in Falcon, Spade goes to Brigid O'Shaughnessy’s (Mary Astor) apartment. Both times, the frame is filled with evidence pointing to O'Shaughnessy’s guilt. O'Shaughnessy’s wears a striped robe, has two striped chairs in her living room and the light from the window projects a striped pattern of blinds all over the room. It’s a very subtle visual trick suggesting prison bars and the fact that O'Shaughnessy is guilty. In addition to fooling with the audience, Huston’s use of light also enhances a viewer’s understanding of certain characters. In the beginning of the film, when Spade is first introduced, he is sitting in his office and the words on his office windows, “Archer and Spade”, are projected backwards (with Spade’s name now on top) on the floor. Miles Archer, Spade’s partner, is killed in the first twenty minutes of the film and when Spade comes into work the next day, the projections of his dead partner’s name seem to haunt him. He immediately orders his secretary to change the lettering to say “Samuel Spade” and to have Archer’s desk moved out of the office. For the rest of the film, the words “Samuel Spade” are projected through the window and Spade seems more at ease with this. In fact, when we see “Samuel Spade” projected on the walls or floor, the shadows are lighter and softer, alluding to Spade’s calmed self.


The level of technical advance seen in Falcon is part of a trend that swept the industry in the early nineteen-forties. Possibly the most innovative filmmaker of the time was Orson Welles. Welles was making Citizen Kane at the same time Huston was making Falcon so it is interesting, therefore, to see elements of one show up in the other. Among the most obvious similarities is the use of low-angle shots to convey power. In Kane, C. F. Kane (Orson Welles) is framed with a low-angle shot for nearly the entire second half of the film. In Falcon, the low-angle shot is used primarily on Kasper Gutman, (Sydney Greenstreet) partly to over-emphasize Gutman’s extreme upper body and partly to suggest the grandeur of the story of the Maltese Falcon which is what Gutman usually talks about when he is framed in this way. Both films also made extensive use of deep focus. It is a much more evident effect in Kane than in Falcon since the former has numerous shots where a person is in the background, dwarfed by some gargantuan possession of Kane’s. Falcon’s use of deep focus is much more subtle. There are numerous scenes in Falcon that take place in rooms or lobbies where, without the use of deep focus, the background would simply be too far to be photographed clearly. Deep focus eliminates the problem and allows for a clear shot with any set-up. Because of Huston’s innovative filmmaking, The Maltese Falcon has been endlessly emulated and referenced in world cinema. Falcon’s contribution to film and, more importantly, the then-brand-new genre of film-noir would be evident in only a few short years after its release.


In America, The Maltese Falcon made way for noir classics like Double Indemnity (1944), The Third Man (1949), Sunset Blvd. (1950) and Touch of Evil (1958). And the wingspan of the Falcon managed to reach out of the U.S., into Europe and beyond. Films like Godard’s Breathless (1960), Dassin’s Riffi (1955) and Kurosawa’s Stray Dog (1949) followed in Falcon’s footsteps. Kurosawa’s Stray Dog (1949), specifically, was a brilliant Japanese noir film with undeniable western influences. The western-style suits and hats worn in Stray Dog closely resemble Sam Spade’s wardrobe in Falcon and certain story elements are also similar. Stray Dog tells the story of a young police detective in Tokyo whose gun is stolen. Desperate to get it back and salvage his honor, the detective searches for his weapon through the rest of the film. Eventually, blinded by his quest, he ends up doing more harm than good by ignoring crime that doesn’t pertain to his missing pistol. A fellow detective tells him "A Stray Dog sees only what it chases." And it certainly rings true. This is not entirely different from the characters is The Maltese Falcon who seek one thing: the Falcon, and are blinded by their greed. The Falcon represents a collective quest, embarking on which will strip the seeker of more and more basic decent values as he goes forth. Or perhaps the Falcon simply attracts the worst of people. It’s easy to believe that Gutman was a criminal before he knew of the Falcon and, from what we see, Spade doesn’t seem to have any qualms with doing what he pleases. These traits, however, are only amplified by the calling of the Falcon and that is why Spade’s famous last line in reference to it, “The .. stuff that dreams are made of.” labels the figure so well. 

In the end, when the figure is revealed to be a fake, Gutman calmly declares that he will go on yet another expedition to recover the real Falcon. His greed is eternal. Spade, on the other hand, has had enough and, now having solved his partner’s murder, decides, partly self-protectively, partly self-righteously, to turn in Brigit O'Shaughnessy, his supposed love interest, for the crime. This echoes Kane’s “Declaration of Principles” in Citizen Kane. Spade says “When your partner is killed, you’re supposed to do something about it.” The idea that, after all the dirty dealings, greed and corruption Spade’s exhibited, he could get caught up on some moral hook is strange.  But, like Kane, Spade still has something to prove. Perhaps that he’s not as lawless as he tends to be. Like Kane, Spade’s a character worth inquiring about and that’s one of the many things that make Falcon work so well.


The Maltese Falcon had a hand in starting up a great many things. It got Humphrey Bogart away from playing two-bit gangsters, it was the first film John Huston directed and the first film Sydney Greenstreet acted in, it was the first of several Sydney Greenstreet and Peter Lorre collaborations and, most importantly, it sparked off the film-noir explosion in the United States and the world. John Huston, without the benefit of seeing Orson Welles’ completed Citizen Kane project, managed to use a lot of Kane’s techniques to further his own film and do so in a way that was original and innovative. Huston created a lot of what later filmmakers would call ‘standard noir’ for The Maltese Falcon and if a film may be judged by looking at the number of films that have emulated it versus number of films it emulated, Falcon stands as a rarity: a genre-defining masterpiece of filmmaking that is one of the most referenced, hailed and influential movies of the golden age of Hollywood.

