


The film The Killers, directed by Robert Siodmak in 1964, is based Ernest Hemmingway’s short story by the same name.  Insurance investigator, Jim Riordan digs into the past so as to uncover the behind why Swede Anderson, a boxer, consents to two killers, Al and Max, to eradicate him. Riordan leans how Swede had become involved with a gang lead by Big Jim and his woman Kitty Collins. Big Jim and Kitty use Riordan as ways to double-cross the gang. It is then learnt that Swede stopped living long before he was actually murdered because of being betrayed by Kitty Collins.

This movie can be said to be a good example of the supposed genre of film noir.  The movie opens with Swede being warned about Al and Max, the killers, to which he responds saying “I did something wrong, once.”[footnoteRef:1] The film investigates his meaning behind those words in the form of flashbacks, which are an essential attribute of film noir. It is common that most films classified under the genre of film noir are based on better-known stories. The narrative voices of the stories are also usually reassigned to the films.  [1:  10:22 minutes.] 


Maureen Turim of the University of Florida wrote a book called Flashbacks in Film in which she differentiates between two typical types of flashback in film noir. One, she says, relates to the investigative structure and helps to dig into the past so as to solve the current mystery (usually a murder mystery). Us, then, as the audience, are lead through a series of clues and false leads through the use of flashbacks. However, when observing these flashbacks we have to be careful with what we are being told in relation to how it happens, and how it is expressed. 

The second type is the instigative structure. This structure is normally tied with a detective character that is confronted with various versions of the story of all the witnesses. These stories come together to form a kind of puzzle that needs to be put together. In her book Maureen Trim states that “in the investigation flashback of film noir, the process of gathering and deciphering clues motivates the journey through the past with the investigator’s own desire to know the truth becoming a major narrative motion.”[footnoteRef:2] This statement is made obvious in The Killers. Throughout the movie we are shown that violence is an impending factor that could stop the investigation, and that only a few of the witness were actually reliable. [2:   Page 172 – Flashbacks in Film, Maureen Turim.] 


In reference to this, we could look at The Killers as an example of the extended investigative flashback. The film contains a revision of Swede’s past through the use of flashbacks. In this way, the flashbacks are used as a form of narrative expansion. This fosters the narrative by including different parts of the past in the present. All these parts star Swede, our dead protagonist, who we only actually see twice; in the beginning when he is told about Al and Max, and then at the scene of his death where he is seen laying on his bed waiting for his killers. The only time we are shared with the intimacy of Swede is in the latter scene. In this scene the camera closes up on his face, and, at the firing of their guns, the killers’ faces are lit. This last shot of Swede is closes up on his right hand holding on to the iron rail of the bed, which then slowly relaxes as he is drained of his life. This shot also plays a role in revealing that Swede is a prize-fighter as we see the broken knuckles on his hand. It may also be noticed that some of the characters give many accounts whereas other may not even be see giving us a flashback. 

The breakdown of this particularly complex structure makes it easier for us to notice some elements of the film more that others.  Firstly, the thought of a double-plot that is essential to this crime fiction is exemplified. In this film Riordan’s investigation, and some events of Swede’s life that accounted for his death are shadowed. The main narrative is interrupted by the flashbacks to introduce more narrators who give us new clues and a somewhat subjective approach. However, even with this introduction, the bias of each point of view is not always valued. It can also be noticed how the flashbacks relate to each other, even compliment each other. Each flashback has clues, visual or verbal, that lead to new statements. Hence, the green handkerchief that was found by Swede’s body, and that is held by him on several an occasion in the flashbacks, is seen as more of a reminder of how he was influenced by Kitty Collins. This confirms the insinuation of Kitty. So, it can be said that each of the secondary narratives focus on something that will also feature in the following testimony. Once all of these clues are put together, the story can be told. 

A main element of film noir is the femme fatale character. In The Killers this character could be thought to be Kitty Collins played by Ava Gardener. In relation to her character, three questions can be asked. The first question is if Kitty Collins could be counted as a conventional femme fatale – is she as innocent as she claims? It isn’t too obvious that Kitty is a femme fatale, but nonetheless, she can be said to be a prime example. Though she is fairly quiet she still has a very sexy and a somewhat over-seductive personality that enables her to take control over and further prey on weak men. The way in which she does this is that she gives her men a fake sense of love and then goes on to break their hearts after getting what she wants.  When Big Jim is dying she begs him to clear her name so that she may go on living as she wants, and cries more for her own life than for his. This shows that she only wishes to please herself. Overall, as harmless as she looks on the outside, she can be quite selfish and cold-hearted on the inside. 

The second question that concerns Kitty is a femme fatale is how she differs from other femme fatales. When answering this question, one has to think about the time in which the movie comes out, which is in the relatively early stages of the film noir period. Our typical femme fatale is feminine yet has a crazier side, and a somewhat super sexual side. What it seems to be is that as time went on writers and directors observed the femme fatale characters from previous films and altered their femme fatales. Keeping this in mind, Kitty seems to be more of a template for a femme fatale.

The third question is whether Kitty Collins is more turned down than other femme fatales, and if she really can be classified as a femme fatale or not.  The only difference between Kitty and other femme fatales is that we don’t really get to know too much about her character as the main focus of the movie Swede and not her. Overall, it can be said that Kitty is not actually toned down so much as differently presented in this movie.

Overall, it can be said that The Killers relates and fits into very well, the genre of film noir. This is true not only because of the dramatic elements and the time of day, and such, that it is shot in, but also due to more in depth things, such as the style of the flashbacks. 
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