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Introduction
Film Noir is a term that was first coined by French film critic Nino Frank in 1946, which literally translates to ‘black film’, who had noticed how dark, downbeat and black the visuals and themes in many American made crime and detective films following the Second World War. Notable examples of this include Double Indemnity (Wilder, 1944) and The Postman Always Rings Twice (Garnett, 1946). The genre could usually be identified, atleast visually, by the use of low-key lighting, a lighting style designed to throw parts of the subject into shadow, the use of a variety of disorientation devices, such as low-angle shots, dutch tilts and the framing of subjects reflected in miorrors or through distored glass. The genre typically featured stories about flawed, morally questionable heroes, usually either private or police investigators, trying to solve some kind of crime, most commonly a murder. If not trying to solve a crime the protaganists were usually wrapped up in some kind of heist or murder conspiracy themselves.
Throughout this essay I will be looking at the more contemporary identity of Film Noir known as Neo-Noir, and how its making the transition over to the medium of Video Games with close examination to Rockstar’s L.A. Noire (Rockstar, 2011) a Neo-Noir action-adventure game set in 1940s Los Angeles where the player solves various crimes throughout several chapters, eventually uncovering a larger story. Firstly I will briefly go over how Neo-Noir differs from classic Film Noir, I will then detail what differs games from films in regards to its story-telling and presentation, then I will be delving into the story and characters of L.A. Noire and looking at how they fit into the the Neo-Noir genre, and finally I then will do the same with the games mechanics and overall style of the game before concluding.
So the difference between classic Film Noir and Neo-Noir. It comes down to the time it was made essentially. The term Neo-Noir wasn’t really used until around 1970s and, while reminiscent of classic Noir, used modern themes, content and other elements to appear more up to date. For example, in classic Noir the audience would typically follow and stick with films protanganist, building a connection to him and understanding the how and why to what he does, where as Neo-Noirs are typically less linear and uses unconventional plot progressions and camera techniques which remind the audience that they are merely watching a film, such as in Fargo (Coen, 1996) or Pulp Fiction (Tarentino, 1996). So in essence it comes down to the time in which they were created.
How Games Differ to Films
Before I dive into a genre based analysis of L.A. Noire I feel it necessary to understand the difference between films and video games as media experiences. First of all would be the average length of a game being atleast three or four times that of a film. For a film the average run time is somewhere between an hour and a half to two hours long where for a game the average for a triple A title, what would be the equivalent to a blockbuster, can be any where from around ten hours to forty plus hours depending on the genre and who the player is, which can have shorten or lengthen a games run time. 
That’s another thing to consider while talking about run time, as well as them being shorter overall, a films run time is fixed because progress in the movie isn’t going to stop because the person watching isn’t good at movies. No one is going to get stuck watching one scene in a film over and over again because they’re struggling. Which is entirely feasible in a video game, one player may add several hours to their play-time because they got stuck somewhere, be it a tricky level, getting distracted by side-quests, or just spending a lot of time having fun between story missions, where as another player may have none of these come up and finish the game in half the time and a third player may not be able to finish it at all, which is admittedly uncommon.
That leads me onto the next thing, a large part of video games is the personal experience, as the majority of people will have different experiences when playing through a game. Not to say people don’t get different experiences with films, but that tends to remain on an emotional level rather than also effecting the events of the film. Most people will have their own stories from playing through games, such as how they chose to overcome various challenges or how they chose to explore and discover things the game’s world may have to offer, however this is only becoming more true with the more modern generations of games where technology has allowed them to become more open-ended and choice driven. In a lot of modern games you could, if you wanted to, choose to spend time gettting distracted by side activities, quests or just muck about within the games world instead of following the main storyline that the game has created for you.
This is not something you get when watching a film. A film is going to give you the experience it’s creators want you to have. This will usually involve specific use of camera angles, audio choices, mise-en-scene, et cetera. While this is can be the case in games, there is usually less control from the creator, especially when it comes to how the camera is used as that is usually given to the palyer to control to help them stay able to have better control over what they’re doing. The only exception is the cutscene but as games are advancing cutscenes are slowly becoming less used instead choosing to integrate those scenes into parts of the gameplay itself allowing players to remain in control the whole time.
L.A. Noire – Story Analysis
L.A. Noire, as stated earlier, is a Neo-Noir action-adventure game from Rockstar Games, the company behind the Grand Theft Auto and Red Dead Redempion series. The game starts with you, as Cole Phelps, simply getting to grips with the mechanics as you work your way from a simple patrol officer to a member of the vice division at the LAPD where you start to uncover corruption within the force linked to a syndicate called the ‘Suburban Redevelopment Fund’ (SRF). It is around here you are then introduced to the the second protaganist, Jack Kelso, a claims investigator who you get to play as for about half the final set of cases, the game’s version of missons or chapters each with their own Film Noir style title like ‘The Red Lipstick Murder’ and ‘A Walk in Elysian Fields’.
L.A. Noire shares many beats with L.A. Confidential (Hanson, 1997), a Neo-Noire crime movie based on James Ellroy’s 1990 novel of the same name, with both stories being set in post WWII Los Angeles, both showcasing cases of police corruption and drug syndicates, both briefly featuring real-life gangster Mickey Cohen, and both opening with very similar monologues both start out sounding like positive promotion for the City but both revealing themselves to be cynical takes on the idea of ‘the city of dreams’. Even its name is a reference to L.A. Confidential, only difference is that, rather than playing on the idea of what your watching is something you were never intended to see much like how most crime syndicates try to keep their actions known but untraceable, L.A. Noire is kind of a play on the french word for black in the feminine use ‘La Noire’.
In regards to how this fits in with the conventions of Neo-Noir, well for a start it’s a game featuring detective work and crime that has a cynical outlook on the world as nothing is as simple as it seems, for example in one of the first cases you solve, ‘A Marriage Made in Heaven’, what appears to be a simple hit and run turns out to be a conspired murder between the victim’s wife and the man she was sleeping with, who killed stabbed the victim in the throat and threw the corpse infront of an unsuspecting commuter, framing him to the point where he is arrested after a car chase through LA, until the coroner tells Phelps about the stab wounds in the neck and he finds the knife in a bin, or atleast that’s how it played out in my investigation I’m sure if I had been more thorough at the crime scene I may have found the knife before I was told about the wounds and may not have had to arrest the framed man. So the plot does show noir influence with its use of affairs, internal corruption, conspiracies, murder, et cetera.
The overall story is also rather fitting with the Neo-Noir genre, as we follow Phelps’s rise through the LAPD before being demoted and discredited by having his affair with a german lounge singer, Elsa, leaked by his partner in the vice division when he gets too close to uncovering a major scandal. Then having Phelps continue to look into it while another investigator, Kelso, a man who has history with Pehlps, stumbles across a related scandal and the two stories eventually combine with them working together to solve their cases and end the conspiracy. Which they succeed in after a shoot out with gansters in a sewer and the sacrafice of Phelps inorder to save Kelso and Elsa.
The characters we work along side are all flawed in someway, another trope of noir which carried over to neo-nori, with seemingly every other member of the LAPD we encounter being, in someway, and awful person. From a captain who only cares for the confession with no worry about whther the person who confesses is guilty or not, to an array of partners each with their own flaw going on, one who’s rough, streetwise and maybe a little cocky, another who’s been through 3 divorces and has an old-fasioned idea about how women should be treated, the third is full of him-self as well as being a dirty cop, and finally there’s the man who works alone and doesn’t need a partner. All four of which are stereotypes within noir and neo-noir, even if the third is more a typical neo-noir antagonist rather than protagonist or anti-hero.
L.A. Noire – Protaganist Analysis
While analysing the Non-Player Characters (NPCs) is simple enough as the player gets no direct influence over their actions, Cole Phelps and Jack Kelso, the protaganists and Player Characters (PCs) will be a little more interesting to break down. They do have consistent aspects about the two, such as them both being war veterans who happened to serve in the same unit. But there are also aspects of them which are determined by the player, such as how competent they may be within their own fields. For example the versions of them that I played were both horrendous drivers for the most part, with Phelps more oftent han not making his partner drive to their destinations.
Phelps is a by the book detective, who sticks by his gut instinct so if something doesn’t seem right he’ll look futher. He does have his flaws too, such as the afore mentioned affair which ruins his reputation, marriage and job, aswell as not seeming to necessarily be able to connect with people emotionally as seen in numerous cases throughout the game where he pushes through with his work despite the fact that the interviewee may need to gather their thoughts or is a child who has just been told that their mother has died, he only usually allows for a few minutes before starting his questioning. He is also the one who provides the opening monologue reminiscent of L.A. Confidential’s.
Kelso on the other hand is a headstrong, yet honourable man who shows several stereotypical ‘Private Dick’ traits like his cunning, softness towards women and no fear to say whats on his mind. In game he is also descibed to be a man who “could never walk away from a fight”. For instance in the case ‘House of Sticks’ he looks into potential foul play in an arson case, despite being warned by his boss to just make the person claiming accept the money offered, this leads to him finding foul play where the a lot of the housing made by the previously mentioned SRF were flimsy and inadequate. After uncovering this, while at the next site he is sent to investigate, he ends up getting knocked out and kidnapped by the same people he was trying to expose.
Both characters kinda represent two of the different kinds of noir heroes, the police investigator (Phelps), someone investigating because its their job and the miscellaneous investigator (Kelso), someone who’s investigating into something typically out of some personal interest. No matter the reason they’re investigators and are on the side of good, kind of. No noir characters are truly good people and these are no exceptions. Both have a weakness for women with them both being caught by Elsa. Phelps having an affair with her which later destroys his career, and Kelso is lured into a trap by her which could have costed him his life.
L.A. Noire – Mechanics & Overall Style
Gameplay wise L.A. Noire is a relatively uncomplicated game. The cases are split up into 3 different sections: investigations, interrogations and action sequences (divided between foot chases, car chases, fist fights and shoot outs). The investigating part of the game is pretty much just looking around crime scenes for clues that may pertain to the case and is probably the simplest aspect of the gameplay. Once you’ve satisfied yourself that you’ve found all the clues you need at a location you can move onto interrogating any suspects and witnesses, where you have to deduce whether they’re lying or not, based on what they’re saying, how they’re saying it, facial expression, et cetera, and produce signigant evidence to disprove them if they are. Finally there’re the action sequences which are where the game gets the action half or action-adventure from, they’re more typical of modern games where you either have to shoot your way through so many criminals, subdue a particularly violent suspect, or stop someone you tend to arrest from escaping by tackling them on foot or disabling there get away car.
These mechanics are all done in the aim of recreating elements typically seen in noir and neo-noir in such away that the player is able to experience them and get to pretend to be a detective for the duration. They do this well enough, atleast from my experience, you do feel like a detective uncovering a deeper plot, meddling in places where people in power would rather you not meddle, and the number of people I convicted while on the homicides desk who I didn’t fully believe were the culprit but evidence still pointed firmly to them started making me feel like I was an awful person. Which a lot of Noir characters tend to be in some regard so it does work well there.
The overall style of the game, taking into account both visuals and soundtrack choices, is very reminiscent of classic film noir. While the graphics themselves are nothing to really talk about being standard for games of the time, except for maybe the option to have the game be in black and white but from a gameplay stand point this makes it even harder to find the clues in locations so its not worth actually using unless you want to make the simplest part of the game a chore but is a cool addition none the less. However other areas of the visual style are worth mentioning, such as the menus and title cards. The main menu for the game is presented in balck and white with the options, New, Resume, Cases & Extras, being projected in harsh shadows against an the wall of an alleyway. Harsh use of shadows being a motive often seen within the genre. The title card for each case, preluded by a brief cutscene showing the player the crime with the culprit’s details hidden by harsh shadow, harkens back to classical noir-esque serials with the case title shown across the a black screen in white letters. Again using half shadows in a similar way to classic Noir movies, which is usually to either hide or enunciate certain features of a person.
Finally, in terms of the games style and presentation, is the soundtrack which is, for lack of a better word, jazzy. From the slower tracks which play over the menus and calmer gameplay 746moments to the more intense tracks for the high intensity action sequence they all have that feel of early 20th century jazz music. Which on its own fits well with the 1940s Los Angeles setting, but as noir piece it makes it even better. The calmer tracks especially as you kind of expect to start hearing a cynical detective monologuing about the events that are happening or have happened leading up to that moment, a definite trope of the Noir genre.
Conclusion
So, has the the Neo-Noir genre translated well into the medium of the video game? In this case it has but I feel that if it was any other kind of game, like a typical shooter or something akin to what Rockstar is known for like a game where you are the criminals, it would not have translated  as well as it did. Certainly the choices they made when it came to story and character helped but that doesn’t differ hugely from if they were just making it into a movie, except for the fact that an average playthrough of L.A. Noire will take 15 hours.
What really makes the genre translate well is the mechanics they’ve build the game around and the sense of emmersion the game manages to build. The choices in clothing, dialogue, locations, story beats and soundtrack all help to bring you in and make you feel like you’re an investigator uncovering scandals and trying to make the city a better place while also not feeling like a flawless white knight, in other words you feel like you are a noir type anti-hero. So all in all, based on whats been shown in L.A. Noire, Neo-Noir has made its transition to the video game medium well.
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