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Double Indemnity (1944) was released approximately one year before the end of World War II. During this time, tensions where high and sombre with little escape from every day war life that governed practically everyone’s life in one way or another. It was a dark time and that general atmosphere seems to have carried over into many of the cinema releases of that time, and Double Indemnity is no exception. But compare this with Kiss Me Deadly (1955) and you wonder if some of that darkness was merely down to the technology, quality of film stock and colour grading abilities of the time. Nevertheless, Double Indemnity definitely has the heavier atmosphere of the two. 

While on the subject of dark, heavy atmospheres it is easy to consider how the presence of war would way on people’s minds and affect their day-to-day living and the intensity of which would no doubt have an effect on the world in general. Apart from the camaraderie wars can bring about in people there is also a sense of solitude and mistrust which makes the characters in Double Indemnity seem to be ‘out for themselves’ more than they do in Kiss Me Deadly. In Kiss Me Deadly we saw more characters ‘hanging around with each other and even Mike Hammer, a self-centred man, is friendly (in his own way) with certain other characters. It must have been quite a controversy during the time that a lead character would be friends with ethnic minorities such as Latinos and Blacks. This film also shows the progression of the doom and gloom of the war to brighter times when the country was getting back on its feet and re-establishing the ‘American Dream’ and capitalism more than ever, which America is so renowned for.

The two films also utilise German Expressionism and Weimar techniques, again Double Indemnity more so than Kiss Me Deadly. In the former we see a lot more shadows which are distinctly emphasised in the forms of the characters, venetian blinds, bars and crosses and the misé-en-scene in both includes mirror, stairways and door/archways. One area where Kiss Me Deadly does differ though is the use of tilted camera angles to imply disorientation such as when Mike Hammer (Ralph Meeker) wakes in bed after being knocked unconscious.

In either film you can expect to see a dramatic, action opening to draw the viewers interest into the film and the setting is very similar in each; With Double Indemnity we enticed into the darkness of a dimly lit street with a car, pretty much out of control, hurtling towards us and a (presumably) red stop light alerting our subconscious of impending danger. And then in the opening of Kiss Me Deadly, we have a similar dimly lit road but this time the suspense comes from bare feet slapping the tarmac as Christina Bailey (Cloris Leachman) runs for presumably life. Don’t worry, we still have a swerving car in the form of Mike Hammer who almost hits her as she stands in the middle of the road, forcing someone to stop. Although the Robert Aldrich’s (director/screenplay) attempt at a form of Expressionistic audio by way of Christina Bailey’s constant whines of despair from the beginning to this point are very annoying your mind is jarred when the opening credits begin to roll... In reverse! The viewer is further drawn in as he or she tries to go with the flow of the twisted feel quite happily. Or it is possible that the credits rolled in such a way because were they painted on the road then that would be the way to make sense of them were you driving forward – As Hammer and Bailey were as the credits rolled. From this I think we can see the effect Aldrich may have been striving for, unfortunately the special effects of the time weren’t advanced enough for that particular vision. 

Despite the similar portrayal of the femme fatale characters in both movies, there is a very noticeable change about the attitudes of women; both as women are perceived and how the women themselves behave. For instance, in Double Indemnity we see Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyck) appear as a well dressed and respectable woman where as Lily Carver/Gabrielle (Gaby Rodgers) is portrayed more as a waif and less intelligent. Incidentally, we first meet both of the characters dressed in nothing more than a bathrobe/towel and also a bare-foot, trench coat clad Christina Bailey in the first scene – Which is probably just to add some sex appeal to the early stages of the film to draw the audience (male? ...female?) attention? Both Christina Bailey and Lily Carver/Gabrielle appear barefoot in this film giving the impression of a young, innocent child which draws empathy to the characters – at least initially. Male fashion had changed little during the same time as men were still wearing a shirt and tie, smart jackets, high-waisted baggies (usually 4-pleat but on the odd occasion 6 pleats which were considered a slightly higher class of fashion), well polished shoes and Fedora style hats, so respectability and morality hadn’t changed much on some levels. 

Still on the subject of female roles both on and off the screen, the 1940’s held respectability very highly where social acceptability was concerned, as we see in the well-dressed figure of Phyllis who is also respectably married, whilst in Kiss Me Deadly in the 1950’s we see how that social agenda has changed by women no longer wearing skirts/dresses that were calf-length to women wearing above-the-knee skirts/dresses and tighter, more figure hugging tops and leggings – and even bathing costumes. The latter shows how the audience as a whole has also changed from films which were aimed at a more mature age range around their thirties to the younger generations of teens and early twenty year olds. This was the period which saw the birth of Rock ‘n’ Roll and the emerging rebellious teenage culture which was no longer prepared to just be “seen and not heard.” And the catering for the younger generation doesn’t stop there as we see the unexpected twist of science-fiction being brought into the film towards the very end when we discover the whole point of the film isn’t directly a murder story but a nuclear or radioactive device of some kind. That device was a big topic at the time with concerns about the H-bomb - And probably a gentle reminder of what wars can do. (Radioactivity was a main theme for many sci-fi films around this time).

Walter Neff (Fred MacMurray) vs. Mike Hammer – Both these lead characters maintain the stereotypical hero/anti-hero for the Film Noir genre. Both are investigators; Neff, an insurance salesman who knows all the tricks and Hammer a private detective. Both, despite a love interest, are lonely, independent men who keep a lot of their thoughts to themselves, particularly around women. And both are manipulated by the femme fatal (Phyllis Dietrichson in Double Indemnity and Lily Carver/Gabrielle in Kiss Me Deadly). The main differences between them are that Neff was the warmer, friendlier character with a quick wit while Hammer was more introverted and had little regard for women seeing them as the weaker sex to be dominated (such as with his partner/employee Velda Wickman (Maxine Cooper). Both portrayed heavy smokers who had rapid-fire lines of dialogue. Cigarettes in terms of misé-en-scene is quite interesting in that lighting one up can convey several different emotions and/or states of mind; Nervousness, relief, pensiveness, frustration, fear, sophistication and even the acceptance of death in the final moments of a character’s life. This useful tool was well used until the 1980’s when smoking became less fashionable and people became more health conscious.
(1284 Words)
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Kiss Me Deadly continuity errors: Shadow, magazine, toaster
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1.jpg (Posters)
	· Double Indemnity (1944)
· The War
· Attitudes of the war
· Darker/Moodier than Kiss Me Deadly (1955)
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2.jpg
	· Camaraderie/solitude/mistrust
· Self-centred Hammer
· Ethnic friendships
· American Dream/Capitalism
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3.jpg/3a.jpg
	· Expressionism/Weimar
· Dark opening scenes in both
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4.jpg
	· Audio Expressionism (Aldrich)
· Reverse Credits/Special effects
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5.jpg/5a.jpg
	· Meeting the femme fatales (Bathrobe)
· Barefoot women
· Skirt lengths/respectability
· Suited men/Baggies

	6.jpg
	· Audience ages/Rock ‘n’ Roll
· Sci-Fi/Radioactivity

	7.jpg
	· Film Noir Roles: (Hero, Femme fatale, Villain, Girl-next-door.)

	8.jpg
	· Cigarettes
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