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For these six women…

and all the female colleagues and collaborators

who have enriched my life and work.
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Jane Greer embodies the dangerous femme fatale in a publicity still for Out of the Past.










Doth not wisdom cry? and understanding put forth her voice?

—PROVERBS 8:1
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Life’s like a ball game. You gotta take a swing at whatever comes along before you wake up and find it’s the ninth inning.

—VERA (ANN SAVAGE) IN DETOUR
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INTRODUCTION

From the dim recesses of cocktail lounges they beckoned, shimmering like irresistible lures. They gazed at the city’s twinkling panorama from a kingpin’s penthouse, plotting sweet revenge. They fled posh hotels, valises full of silky nothings smothering a still-warm pistol.

The femme fatale was vitally important in the postwar crime movies that would one day be commonly known as film noir. She was a figure of enticing eroticism and ambiguous motivation, a woman possessing far more urgency and power than the men who tried to possess her.

The actresses profiled here prowled the original noir landscape of the late 1940s and early 1950s, an era of sensuous monochrome menace. As both predators and prey, they left an indelible impression on a genre widely, and falsely, remembered as the concrete-and-asphalt domain of lonesome urban gunslingers like Humphrey Bogart and Robert Mitchum. These gals, gifted with the most hard-boiled of double-X chromosomes, owned the same shadowy territory.

Some are as synonymous with noir as the shadow of venetian blinds on a cop’s office wall. In dozens of brooding crime dramas from this classic era, they routinely proved the equals of the men they challenged: equally tempted, equally compromised, every bit as guilty. And in doing so, they helped put a twentieth-century spin on the ancient male-created myth of female power, presenting an alluring and dangerous antidote to Hollywood’s typically prim take on the American female, forever at the beck and call of father, husband, son.

Film noir is where Pollyanna went after payback, in spades.

As noir’s influential style and cynicism seeped ever more deeply into popular culture, these women slinked—suggestively and securely—into our collective consciousness. Their siren call has crossed generations, where it reverberates in later works such as Lost Highway, L.A. Confidential, The Last Seduction, Bound, The Grifters, Basic Instinct, and many others. They dished out attitude, deliciously provocative and endlessly entertaining. We’ve still not gotten enough: we conjure it in retro fashion spreads and neon-flashing nightclubs, in the rekindled craving for a stiff highball and a luxurious smoke.

Any of us should look half as good striking the pose.
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This book is not merely a history of dark and cherished cinematic fantasies. The first part of the story, told in six chapters, is a trip behind Hollywood’s gilt facade, to a sultry and sinister period in mid-twentieth-century America in which an organic artistic movement flared up just as the once all-mighty studio system took its last gasp. It’s also the tale of six young women, picked from the endless line of hopefuls, whose personal stories exemplify the verve and venom of that amazing time.

The second part of the book may be more surprising. In its pages you’ll meet the same women fifty years later and discover how each found a way to live a long, satisfying life after the business had used them up and discounted their allure. Unlike their onscreen characters, these women aren’t going to play out the last act in a muzzle flash of retribution. They’ve survived pitfalls, crisscrosses, and raw deals—and lived to tell the tale.

There were several women still around at the turn of the last century who should have been included. Lizabeth Scott, glamorous thrush of many dark dramas, long before had chosen to stay in character: the legendary recluse. Rhonda Fleming declined to participate, wary of how unvarnished honesty might negatively affect her philanthropic work. My greatest regret is not being able to include Claire Trevor. We shared a couple of spirited conversations—which, sadly, only seemed to exacerbate the debilitating emphysema that led to her death in April 2000. She deserved recognition as much as anyone, perhaps more.

A prerequisite for the original edition of Dark City Dames was that its subjects consent to extensive interviews. That excluded such departed film noir fixtures as Gloria Grahame, Ida Lupino, Barbara Stanwyck, and Joan Crawford, who all own a piece of Dark City. I’ve written extensively about them in other books, however, particularly Dark City: The Lost World of Film Noir. For this new edition, I’ve included profiles of ten additional actresses, colleagues and competitors of the principal dames, who are all equally deserving of tribute. I’ve also included an Afterword, in which I share personal remembrances that, at the time, couldn’t be included in the original edition. You’ll see why.

The women profiled here—who performed essentially the same job, in the same place, at the same time—emerged from the experience distinctly different people. Each was obliged to fend off an endless array of threats—from studio machinations, volatile lovers, and cutthroat peers—and cope with paralyzing insecurities, changing times and tastes, and the inexorable encroachment of age.

They were women whose fortunes, of course, were made or broken at the behest of men—in a sense, at least. The power brokers who ran Hollywood—Zanuck, Mayer, Cohn, Hughes, Warner, all the rest—could strut and bluster all they wanted and dominate their minions like cock-of-the-walk generals marshaling the troops. And yet the truth, which these deskbound titans probably knew, is that nobody would remember them. They didn’t photograph. They may have dictated every last thing in their obsessive drive to satisfy Wall Street, the church, the feds, the paying public, and their own desires—but they weren’t in the movies. They were the ticket takers, never truly a part of the celluloid magic show that grants a select few a strange but certain immortality.

When those big shots are forgotten, the women you’re about to meet will still exude an indelible glow.
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Publicity portrait of Audrey Totter, circa 1946.
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