
 

 
  

 



 
 

NOIRVEMBER 
2015 - ESSAYS AND RAMBLINGS 

 

Ryan K Lindsay 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 



 
 
 
 

NOIRVEMBER 2015 - Essays and Ramblings  
 

Copyright © 2015 Ryan K Lindsay 
Free Edition 

 
All works and characters featured in the articles are trademarks of their respective 

creators/companies. 
 

First edition, 2016. 
All chapters previously published on ryanklindsay.com in 2015 

 
All rights reserved. Except for brief excerpts used for review or scholarly purposes, no part of 

this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever, including electronic, without 
express consent of the publisher. 

 
Cover by Christopher Kosek 

 
Continue into more Ryan K Lindsay words at: 

twitter --      @ryanklindsay 
facebook --    /ryanklindsay 
tumblr --       /ryanklindsay 
instagram -- /ryanklindsay 

 
This ebook is for your personal enjoyment only. Do not read and hate it, thanks. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Published by Four Colour Ray Gun 

 
 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/ryanklindsay
http://ryanklindsay.tumblr.com/
https://www.instagram.com/ryanklindsay/
https://twitter.com/ryanklindsay
http://ryanklindsay.com/tag/noirvember/


Contents 
 
001 - MY NOIR 
002 - CRIMINAL 
003 - MACBETH 
004 - ELEKTRA 
005 - JOHN CARPENTER’S THE THING 
006 - CASANOVA 
007 - SEA OF HEARTBREAK 
008 - THE SHINING 
009 - JOSEPH GORDON-LEVITT 
010 - GREEN WAKE / PISCES 
011 - BLADE RUNNER 
012 - KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT 
013 - GENE HACKMAN 
014 - BATMAN 
015 - THE VENGEFUL VIRGIN 
016 - DAVID CRONENBERG’S THE FLY 
017 - RICK REMENDER 
018 - BONNIE & CLYDE 
019 - ULTRANOVA 
020 - HANNIBAL 
021 - CRIME FACTORY MAGAZINE 
022 - CHARLTON HESTON’S TRILOGY 
023 - PHILIP K DICK 
024 - VERTIGO 
025 - MEMENTO 
026 - BREAKING BAD 
027 - THE TOWN 
028 - RYAN K LINDSAY 
029 - CHINATOWN 
030 - LARK/BRUBAKER DAREDEVIL 
 
AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 

 
 

 
 
 
  

 



001 
MY NOIR 

 
Welcome to my personal spiral, inked with razor steps, and you just can’t stop              
descending. At the bottom, you know what you’ll see, we all do, and yet we find                
ourselves there over and again. 

I think we all have a problem. 

It’s Noirvember in my office all month and you know I don’t suffer alone. I’m going to                 
write about noir all month long. My noir. My definition, my way, and the things I dig                 
in that ballpit of loaded weapons and bad choices. 

I love noir, I love writing, and I love some weird stuff, so this month the bar is set to                    
discuss a trinket of noir every day. Sometimes I’ll do the obvious, hopefully             
sometimes I’ll bring a new slant to a thing you’d never considered within that              
chiaroscuro light. If you discover one new thing to go sample, rad. If you get to                
remember something cool from the past, superb. If you just feel hollow inside and              
start to realise everything around you is false and you are only slowly digging your               
own grave with every turn, every choice, every thought… 

Welcome to my world, there’s only one direction you can move so let’s shuffle along               
to the end of the whole mess. 

I find noir fascinating. There’s something painful and insane about watching           
someone slowly stitch themselves up in their own body bag through their actions and              
choices. That inevitable dread we all feel but society says we should ignore. The              
knowledge it all ends. It’s perfect narrative fuel. 

 



And don’t get me wrong, I love other stuff. I do. Pixar have nearly paid out their                 
mortgage in my brain, and you can’t get much further from noir than them. I dig old                 
dumb action flicks, or sometimes I just want to laugh. I’d wager there isn’t a genre                
out there I don’t have some respect for a huge work in it. But much like our children,                  
or our wives, we all have a favourite. Mine just happens to be the one that kicks me                  
hardest in my guts. 

You see, for me, and for my month, ‘noir’ means the perfect downward spiral for your                
lead character. I dig film noir, but that’s an aesthetic thing, I’m talking under the               
hood of the story engine we see the fuse has been lit the whole time and you can drive                   
where you want, do anything with your final moments, but you will be facing forward               
as the final moment obliterates you. And it’s most likely been your fault all along. 

That’s my noir. 

Otto Penzler laid it all down perfectly in his Foreword of ‘THE BEST AMERICAN              
NOIR OF THE CENTURY” [2010] when he wrote, “noir is not unlike pornography,             
in the sense that it is virtually impossible to define, but everyone thinks they know it                
when they see it. Like many other certainties, it is often wildly inaccurate.” 

This makes me feel better about focusing on my own noir, because I guess there               
might be shades of black, right? 

Penzler goes on to then define noir in a way that’s stuck with me, informs how I                 
see/feel noir, and is certainly how I try to write it also. He wrote, “Noir works,                
whether film, novels, or short stories, are existential pessimistic tales about people,            
including (or especially) protagonists, who are seriously flawed and morally          
questionable. The tone is generally bleak and nihilistic, with characters whose greed,            
lust, jealousy, and alienation lead them into a downward spiral and their plans and              
schemes inevitably go awry.” 

Maybe now you see why I like noir. Keeping company with the worst people known,               
watching them fail, hell, making them fail. There’s more to playing god at the              
keyboard than just letting the characters find themselves. Sometimes you sharpen the            
punji sticks in the trap, piss all over them, and then lead a breadcrumb trail right                
across the top. Fun. 

And I can’t tell you why I like those bleak ending, it’s not like I enjoy the bad stuff in                    
real life, nor do I actually wish this upon anyone, there’s just something about              
observing the earnestness of someone, in a peppy or a bleak way, only to see it all                 
disintegrate in their fingers that fascinates me. And it’s that kicker in the end I always                
focus on, Penzler also writes, “The likelihood of a happy ending in a noir story is                
remote...No, it will end badly,” and this is because these stories are populated by “the               

 



lost characters in noir who are caught in the inescapable prisons of their own              
construction, forever trapped by their isolation from their own souls.” 

I believe writing is therapy and I guess by peering into my darkest places I find                
myself and hope to liberate something. 

I am certain over the coming 29 days you will see my turgid soul laid bare. May you                  
poke and prod it until it rises up to consume you before combusting under the weight                
of its own drama. 

Noir: making me feel better about myself since ‘82. 

 
 
  

 



002 
CRIMINAL - BAD NIGHT 

 
And why the only four colours Phillips/Brubaker use are black. 

Sean Phillips and Ed Brubaker make the best comics. Quote. 

Their partnership had been bubbling along for years, slowly refining, seemingly 
waiting for their true mindmeld moment of resplendent glory. It’s so truly rare for a 
comics partnership to have this time, and breadth of projects in which to percolate. 
And it’s even rarer for the two in question to obviously use that time wisely, 
preparing, and then striking with ferocity. 

They spent a few years on SLEEPER at Wildstorm and it is one of those comics that 
holds a special place for me. It exists in one of those golden bubbles of beauty within 
your life. I had finished my broke ass time as a university student, I had excess cash 
as a working man, and I was stepping back into comics. There was a big gap of 
quality work to choose from so I caught an LCS while on holiday and I spent a few 
hundred bucks. I returned home and in my bedroom/office devoured a few trades 
and out of that my love for SLEEPER was born. I can still remember the view, the 
way it felt like I hadn’t been about 5 years away from the four colour page. 

SLEEPER was brilliant, and it’s certainly a noir in the sense that Holden Carver is 
definitely walking down a finite path and you feel it with every issue. I devoured that 
series more than once and it all felt like delicious entree to the coming of CRIMINAL. 

For me, CRIMINAL is the main course of the Phillips/Brubaker banquet feast. It’s 
got all flavours, it’s the thing you waited for, and it is the book all else is judged 

 



against. It is crime perfection. Brubaker has stated a view of noir that very similarly 
rests in the same stone cold cradle as my own held thoughts/beliefs. Noir is about the 
fact you know you are doomed and you walk straight into it anyway. 

With their opening mini [because CRIMINAL had not arcs but rotating minis within 
the same world] titled COWARD, we watched a very dark heist tale unfold and 
something special was transferred. But this was just a warm up. Because while it’s 
good, hell, pretty great, it isn’t their masterpiece. And when you can be as good as 
these two, you don’t settle or stop at a plateau and set up camp when you could be 
hitting that next tip a little higher, until eventually you are floating above the 
mountain and finding footholds in the ozone layer. 

Next came LAWLESS and it also ends with a downbeat ending, though in a way a 
polar opposite to the first story. COWARD has our getaway lead caught by the cops 
whereas LAWLESS has our hard-hitting lead getting recruited by the wrong 
criminals. All bad things. All just priming the pump. And while the next go around 
brings us 3 one-shot tales of woe, it’s the fourth story of CRIMINAL that showcases a 
perfect noir and is my personal favourite of the entire run, though actually not their 
masterpiece [which we’ll get to, all in good time - don’t worry, a good noir eventually 
gets to everything, burning all to the ground, none are safe]. 

BAD NIGHT is the most pure noir Phillips/Brubaker deliver in CRIMINAL. It is 
liquid noir, it is the black hole resultant from a Large Phillips/Brubaker/Hadron 
Collider, it is so damn good. For me, it’s the noir manifesto taught through narrative. 

We are presented the tale of Jacob, a down on his luck cartoonist with a nasty 
insomnia habit. He does his best to illustrate/write a little serial strip called FRANK 
KAFKA P.I. [a background Easter Egg throughout CRIMINAL which here finally gets 
unpacked more as we finally meet its creator] and he wanders his city by night and 
into the dawn where rest finds him as he passes out. Already, we can see his lifestyle 
isn’t conducive to making the right decisions and Jacob certainly doesn’t seem to 
understand what those are, nor does he seem to overly care. He talks about seeing his 
world “from the other side of the vanishing points.” He’s a broken and lonely man. 

He meets a girl in a diner and things go pear shaped around her aggressive boyfriend 
and after a fight, and his flight from the scene, his internal monologue talks about 
why he had to jet, and it’s the perfect way to view the choices made so often, and so 
poorly, by noir leads: 

“You never know what’s going to happen when you let chaos into your life...suddenly, 
just like that, someone is dead and your whole life is going to hell.” 

 



And that’s exactly true, this is how it happens. It’s incremental. One bad choice 
begets another in the hopes to solve or rectify the first. It’s a progressive slide that 
doesn’t just land you dead, it gets you dying. 

Jacob’s creation, Frank Kafka, has a square-jawed role to play in the story because 
he’s like a noir Jiminy Cricket on his creator’s shoulder telling him how he should 
have handled it. Which Jacob knows is the wrong way, he knows it’s absurd, because 
he even states that “In the strip, of course, Frank takes far more punishment than he 
dishes out, but that’s kind of the point.” Here we have Brubaker illustrating the core 
tenet of a great noir story in his own noir story, through his creation’s creation [yes, 
also his creation, you follow?]. Jacob is following muddy footsteps even though he 
knows, hell he engineers the fact, that “Frank is always in over his head, always 
making the wrong decisions.” 

But who hasn’t chosen a little wrong before to let their life get a little wrong? Jacob 
bumps back into the woman, Iris, and takes her home after she passes out in his car. 
She then creeps into his bed and the night they spend together can only be hinted at. 
This is why we all choose the wrong, because the little wrong we get in return is so 
lascivious that it can only be intimated in hushed tones, making it all the more 
desirable as the brain fills in gaps it didn’t even know could be created. 

Jacob picks up Iris, he takes her home, he lets her into his bed, he steps out to 
procure some coffee/pastry breakfast [what passes for nutrition on Planet Noir], in 
doing so he allows her the opportunity to rob him, but not before he brags about a 
counterfeiter past, which then prompts her boyfriend to return to enforce a ‘favour.’ 
And who is to blame? Jacob understands straight away, “My stupid choices, my 
stupid bragging. / My general stupidity...had brought this on. I had done this to 
myself.” 

And there is your tombstone quote when the noir finally walks up behind you and 
knifes you with your own blade. I had done this to myself. That’s what always makes 
it so heartbreaking.Look back at every single step he took, all decidedly poor choices. 
All dominoes in his slow demise. 

Very quickly the heartbreak turns to a moment of allowed insanity as Jacob finds 
himself held hostage in his house by Iris and her boyfriend. When the boyfriend 
leaves one night to do some jobs she’s left guarding Jacob alone and they 
instinctually flirt, and he’s instantly smitten with her. This lady is holding Jacob 
hostage, she’s sleeping with her boyfriend in his house in wildly rancorous ways, and 
then she’s still flirting with him and he wants to believe that deep down she’s hostage 
in her situation and life, that there’s something real between them, that he can save 
her. Jacob is a fool and you know he knows it, he’s written himself before no doubt, 
but he can’t help himself. This is why femme fatales work so well in noir, there’s 
nothing like a pretty lady to make a man commit to the worst decisions. 

 



“Soon I was even more lost than before...I was a primal urge. / With no thought, no 
fear, just naked desire. / But I didn’t care. / I didn’t care about anything but how she 
felt under me…” 

As the thoughts above play through Jacob’s head, as he tears Iris’ clothes away in a 
sequence that’s just pure regret waiting to be understood, Frank Kafka stands beside 
and watches it all and it’s difficult to tell if he’s grimacing in tortured understanding 
or if he’s clenching his jaw tight to cheer it on in the only restrained way he knows 
how to party. 

Once Jacob gets sucked into the undertow of the heist being pulled and starts to 
think he might be killed once it’s over [a thought seeded and fertilised by Iris], he 
considers killing the boyfriend to set them both free. She certainly makes it seem like 
she’ll be stuck if he doesn’t, which is a perfect way to play on that saviour chord to 
make Jacob pull the trigger on the wrong call, again. But like any good noir lead, 
Jacob is mostly good for getting pistol whipped and lead around on the collar by a 
woman, so he doesn’t take the opportunity. But Iris does. The hole he is in gets 
deeper and deeper and he’s hoping there might just be quiet salvation down below, 
so why not keep digging. Noir is such a fool’s game. 

The second half of the story only gets harder to observe as you constantly see off 
ramps where Jacob could get out, but he continually pushes forward because he’s 
sure there’s a promised land at the end. Why would they build a highway straight 
down into oblivion? Why, because that’s the cruelest joke of all, you have the illusion 
of progress. 

We see Jacob continue to mentally pursue Iris, they sleep together again just so he’s 
really on the line. They then go separate ways until, like two magnetically charged 
elements, they come crashing back together with force. Is Jacob being played by her? 
Do I even need to answer that question by this stage? 

As the story winds up, we discover a number of home truths about Jacob that make 
us better understand just how responsible he is in his own demise. He was a terrible 
husband, who drove his wife away, who would have mental episodes, who was made 
of nasty things. It’s probably the way he still sees himself as the hero towards the end 
that drives the final nail into his coffin. He discovers a cop with a grudge and Iris 
have set him up, and in discovering this he gets an opportunity to turn the tables. 
Except he only wants to upend one half of the table, which obviously means 
everything just spills awkwardly, and mostly on himself. All because he continues to 
think there’s something real there with Iris. Delusional until the end, where his lens 
shifts and he finally sees the truth. Is this revelation too late? Again, look inside, you 
already know, man. 

Jacob is the protagonist of his story and yet he is the strongest antagonist he faces. 
Such is noir. There might be cops beating on you, women exploiting you, your car 

 



careening off a cliff, but it’s all on your shoulders, and every heavy burden only serves 
to drive you down over time. In those final moments Jacob understands the velocity 
of noir, “there was no stopping.” 

The story should end with Jacob dying in a fiery inferno, but you get the feeling that 
might be an end to all the tension, so instead he’s dumped into traction, alive with his 
disturbed thoughts, and everyone else abandons him. “I’m all alone.” he thinks as we 
leave him and the fact he finally also understands this is the very worst end that 
could come from him. 

For my money, and it’s always good round these parts, BAD NIGHT is my favourite 
CRIMINAL storyline whereas THE LAST OF THE INNOCENT [which comes later, 
after THE SINNERS] is probably their masterpiece [though it’s an inverted noir, one 
where all the wrong choices work for the asshole and we desperately don’t want them 
to, and he lives happily ever after, bastard]. But if you are digging this post, or most 
anything I ever bang on about, and you haven’t sampled CRIMINAL then just get it 
all. Hell, get every single thing Phillips/Brubaker have done together because it’s all 
amazing from SCENE OF THE CRIME right up until the recently wrapped FATALE. 

But for this one night, imbibe, and know BAD NIGHT is your narrative guide through 
the darkly invisible terrain of noir. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

CRIMINAL is created/owned by Sean Phillips and Ed Brubaker. It originally 
appeared in the ICON imprint at Marvel Comics but soon migrated to Image Comics, 
who rereleased all storylines in trade format. 

You can purchase them through the Image Comics website [LINK] 

There is also a great site about the book with plenty of supplemental links, analysis, 
and info you should scope out [LINK] 

And if you dig this Phillips/Brubaker collaboration then you owe it to yourself to also 
check out SLEEPER, INCOGNITO, FATALE, and THE FADE OUT. You are welcome. 

 
 
  

 

http://criminalcomic.blogspot.com.au/
https://imagecomics.com/comics/series/criminal


003 
MACBETH 

 
Shakespearean noir sounds like some kind of mash up a Hollywood exec would churn 
out over his leafburger amidst ideas for kiddie giallo lessons and synergistic gun 
ballet anime/apps. But realistically they’re a Big Willie’s staple, he just gave them a 
different label: 

Tragedy. 

Shakespeare was constantly a dick to his characters. Othello is made to murder his 
faithful and loving wife. Romeo + Juliet playing revolving glass doors with their death 
scenes in a horrible tragedy. I can’t help but wonder that a modern day Shakespeare 
would have his people caught in school shootings and crushed by fallen space debris 
and would be made to watch as one is sliced up on Skype while the other can only 
watch and scream into the void. 

Shakespeare was dark in his love stories and historical documents so when he finally 
went all out to tell a story about when a man become a villain, he brought witches and 
dagger assassinations and madness onto the page and stage with fury. He delivered a 
true noir masterpiece and cornerstone because the downfall of Macbeth, King of 
Scotland, is all about his selfish and stupid choices, and how one begets another. 
Each one a step into his own grave, and you know he knows it with every inch he 
advances. 

The play opens with three witches plotting. These creatures, depicted in various 
guises but always hideous to their core, are integral to kicking off the whole mess as 
they tease Macbeth with his future crown, which he knows he can only claim if the 

 



current king were to die. The witches are the cause of all this though they do nothing 
other than offer counsel, words, and a hidden prophecy that Macbeth knows will be a 
monkey paw [something that offers good and will always twist it to your demise] but 
he follows their words rather than shrug them off and live his own full life without 
striving for another person’s place and vocation. 

Macbeth suffers the sin of ambition. 

The witches, however, have no discernable motive other than to fuck shit up. They 
are malevolent but they hold no purchase in the world without the villainy of man. 
This time, Macbeth. They ably represent the fact the world is a cesspool and will 
constantly offer up opportunities for you to screw yourself over. If you look with even 
half an eye, you’ll find ways to sell out your soul for a donut, or maybe less. It’s the 
saddest truth of the world and it’s what makes being a good person so difficult, 
because you have to fight that world all the time and stay strong. 

The first step down into the abyss comes when Macbeth becomes too intrigued by 
this future, this certainty he has tricked his brain into believing, into wanting, into 
making. So he murders the King, Duncan, and he ascends the throne. Though this 
alone does not secure him his place and he becomes desperate to stay there and so a 
plot of murder, assassination, and insanity unfolds. 

The brutal aspect of this play is the fact Macbeth didn’t need to do any of this. And 
every time he murders, he wants to believe it’ll stem the flow, it’ll allow him to access 
the light at the end of the tunnel, but in his heart he knows the tunnel has no end, 
he’ll die in it. You know this because at no point does Macbeth even get happy about 
getting what he’s slaughtered to achieve. He never settles, he never enjoys, he never 
uses, he only clutches at ways to save it. It’s nothing but sad. 

We watch Macbeth turn from masterful soldier to excoriated King who is slowly 
rounded by people who wish him the exact same treatment he saw fit to dole out at 
tale’s beginning. As the woods close in on him, and his defeat rises on the horizon, 
Macbeth holds fast to an aspect of the witches prophecy that he believes to be his 
saviour. They say no man of woman born can harm him and so he counts himself as 
blessed right up until someone delivered by Caesarian swims against that tide and 
beheads Macbeth, closing his tale and making all his efforts, all his apparent desires 
for naught. 

Because greed is not good. Because killing for something you barely thought about 
before is stupid. Because men are weak and foolish and always want more and will 
forever be tricked by the shiny promise into doing dastardly things so they may hold 
but one more trinket. But once in their grasp, they realise the shine is gone and they 
are empty inside, often then looking to fill the void with the next hopeful trinket and 
thus the black ouroboros is fed. 

 



Shakespeare noir is always fine but Macbeth is possibly the bleakest of them all, 
which obviously makes it my favourite - be damned those leg breaking actors who 
refuse to say its name. They knew what they were signing up for when they took on 
the darkest script of the middle ages, may their femurs and tibias be eternally 
damned to splintered pyres. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

MACBETH was written by William Shakespeare and first performed in April of 1611. 

It’s been adapted for film by Roman Polanski, with Michael Fassbender in the lead 
role, with Brian Blessed as the Artistic Supervisor and Director of the Witch Scenes 
[though not all at the same time]. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



004 
ELEKTRA 

 
Elektra Natchios is a force of pure destruction. She is noir, straight up. 

And while you could call her a black and white character - her world revolves around 
the binary relationship of life and death - it’s much more apt to describe her as a red 
lady. Because red is the colour of passion, of anger, and most importantly blood. It is 
life, and it’s the life you leave or the life you take. 

Elektra is the torn result of two worlds viciously colliding. She is beauty and violence, 
she is a protector and an assassin, she is her mother and her father. She is the 
walking embodiment of polar opposites, but worse than that, Elektra is constantly 
choosing the one side on which she’ll die. 

An 11 issue run with the character across 2014-2015 was illustrated by Mike del 
Mundo [with some assists from Alex Sanchez] and written by W. Haden Blackman. 
This run is easily one of the best runs from Marvel in that year, and it’s a phenomenal 
study of Elektra as a living and breathing downward spiral, and why she chooses to 
be this way. 

The first issue opens with a split splash of Elektra’s face mirrored and her captions 
discuss the fact she looks like her mother but very much acts like her father. This 
split, this sensation of being torn apart, is a strong undercurrent given to Elektra in 
this run as there are multiple times where we see Elektra mirrored, or we have 
visions of her future. She is very much a woman in constant inner turmoil, and she 
always feels the need to choose, because if you don’t then you put the choice in the 
hands of the world where anything can happen. 

 



Better to have control of your noir story than to be dashed upon the rocks of an 
organically occurring romcom cut short by precise tragedy. 

So we have a woman shattered by her past. Elektra becomes the beautiful absence of 
her mother and the ruthless focus of her father. She is split, and her life hinges on the 
dichotomy of life’s absurd at all times. She fell in love with Matt Murdock only to 
have it fall apart, and upon their reunion by the time she realises she’s still in love, 
she’s murdered by Bullseye and only manages to get back to Matt to die in his arms. 

Though she’ll be back. Because life becomes death, and in her world that can become 
life once more. Her fractured narrative, halved and twisted as it always is even means 
permanent things can become malleable. It should feel joyful but in her hands 
appears more cruel than anything else. 

From the moment Frank Miller created Elektra in DAREDEVIL #168, she’s been 
problematic. She’s been a villain, a love interest, an antihero, a flashback, a return. 
But she’s always been lethal and the recap page even chooses to describe her with 
three words - NINJA. WARRIOR. ASSASSIN. - with the final word in red for 
emphasis. She’s skilled, she’s a fighter, and she’s fatal. She deals in death. 

This connection to death, and blood, and red, is beautifully shown in the first issue, 
right after the split splash, we see Elektra dancing. She is tiptoed poetry, she’s 
amazing, and around her is coiled a red ribbon. It’s beautiful right until we turn into 
the next double page splash and the ribbon has become flowing rivers of blood 
rushing out of the people she is killing. Because she dances with death, and she 
makes it look beautiful. But it’s still death. 

And as Elektra raises her bloody sai above her head, the red ribbon lashes out to form 
what you can only see as a love heart. She enjoys what she does. 

It makes sense because historically, Elektra has been shown to be very good at her 
job. You look back at how Miller introduced her and it wasn’t long before she very 
efficiently and without emotion slides a sai into the torso of an informant talking to 
Ben Urich in a cinema. She kills, for money, and she knows it makes her hollow 
inside but that’s how she wants it. The murder of her father gutted her, and the slap 
in the face that inevitably comes from loving someone else and losing them teaches 
her not to try and fill that hole. So she cleanses herself with fire. 

Upon this salted ground, Mike del Mundo and W. Haden Blackman declare their run 
an exploration of what it might take to force change upon this immovable object. And 
in doing so they wrest all agency back into her hands moving forward. The opening 
sequence of blood ballet discusses Elektra as seeing herself as “only reflections that 
belong to someone else.” She is only important in ways that are pivotal to others. And 
while she dreams of other occupations, other things to be, even when she is truly 

 



herself she knows she is still “someone’s assassin.” It’s still relational to others and 
over the course of this run that centrepoint changes in one very crucial way. 

It all begins with a small shift, a nanometre of change to the usual scheduled 
programming. Elektra sees the Matchmaker - a hook up for killer contracts - and she 
is given a gig where the money is high but the job profile is different. Whereas 
everyone else will be hunting a retired killer known as Cape Crow, Elektra will be 
attempting to bring him in. This isn’t an execution, it’s a stay from one. It’s a rescue 
mission, of sorts. It’s something new and Elektra takes the job. 

As she hunts down the whereabouts of Cape Crow, Elektra manages to form a team of 
sorts [if you want to align comparisons to the Scoobies, you can - Ms Natchios will 
kill you for doing it, though]. She stumbles across Kento Roe, a young gentleman and 
son of Cape Crow who is just looking to protect his old man. Though he lied about the 
funds to make this actually happen. And yet Elektra doesn’t kill him, she continues to 
look for Cape Crow and you can see she’s softened already. 

But to say it’s a softening is a misnomer because it belies weakness, it might cause us 
to consider Elektra as less when this is most certainly not the case. Calculating is the 
word you were looking for. 

It’s fitting that initially placed in direct opposition to Elektra is Bloody Lips - an 
Australian bastard who wears a lion’s head and eats the memories and abilities of 
others. He’s ghastly and laser focused and his one goal becomes to eat of Elektra, to 
feed of her life and her energy. Their dance is one that can only end in one manner 
and the longer the music builds, the greater the anticipation sits on all our tongues. 
But first, we need to know how Elektra will taste, we have to analyse and wonder and 
hope. And so her flavour is shown to us. 

Amidst the chaos and the hunt, Elektra sets off to the underwater city and as she 
sinks like a biological depth charge she considers the water around her and thinks 
that “In the silence of the deep, there was just one voice--my own.” Because solitude 
would mean no consideration of others. It would mean she would have control. 

Before Elektra can find herself alone, she faces her ultimate ‘other’ - her mother. In 
an altercation with Bloody Lips, Elektra stabs him in the head as he chokes her 
underwater. Both wake in a purgatory fugue state and Elektra’s mother instantly 
points out the folly of Elektra’s ways and deeds. It’s a brutal showdown until Elektra 
takes control of it all. Because her mother wants her to see her life as wasted, as 
boorish, as having no opportunity to make positive change. But all Elektra sees in the 
faces of those she has slain are the faces of killers and monsters. She only sees 
vindication in what she’s done and as she considers the orphans she has left behind, 
she suddenly sees how her own life plays into this wheel of depravity and change. The 
daughters of these monsters were better off left alone in a world without their 
parental problems rather than condemned to a lifetime to repeat the sins of their 

 



parents. Elektra finally understands how she was made, this origin of blood and fire, 
was most certainly for the best. 

This is the first step towards Elektra owning her past and therefore her future. She’s 
not a past victim, she’s an emancipated warrior with any opportunity available to her. 

This ability to harness her past, to own her suffering, to flip from being attacked to 
attacker personifies in the counter-attack she pours into Bloody Lips by actually 
slicing her hand and allowing him to feast upon her blood. Her essence proves too 
strong for him and seemingly drives him mad. Elektra is far too strong a woman for 
him to handle. So then she kicks him off a snowy cliff. It’s most assuredly a long way 
down for him. 

As the case then further progresses, Kento, Matchmaker, and Elektra protect Cape 
Crow, they fend off would be assailants, and the day could be described as being 
saved. It’s not an easy path. The group goes on the run and Elektra protects them by 
inflicting the fight and the pain outwards onto their attackers. Our eponymous hero 
as protector comes to the fore and a showdown looms with the Assassin’s Guild and 
so she cuts her troupe loose. A choice she says is “Because I do not want to bury any 
more of my friends.” And yet you can’t help but wonder if maybe Elektra still wants to 
play all of this solo. If maybe she isn’t certain how she’ll turn out, and if protector 
isn’t a role she can keep up forever. 

As the Hand, and a somewhat rejuvenated Bullseye, all converge on Elektra as she 
tracks the leader of the Assassin’s Guild, it almost feels like Elektra is being put back 
into her box. Alone, out for blood, and in the mist with the thieves of life once more. 
She must face her past within Bullseye, the man who once murdered her. She must 
assess all that she is and all that it’s for and come to the realisation that it’s a zero 
sum game. 

She then steps up with a clear head and plays her role perfectly, dispatching many 
Hand ninja, taking Bullseye down once more, and then the final twist comes and it’s 
the final and definitive lesson for our recidivistic assassin. 

Bullseye is blessed with a re-up for life as the Hand brought him back. As such, he 
bests Elektra and completely obliterates her skull. She wants to fight on, it’s what her 
DNA does, but she is down.  The lust to dive back into the fray is stronger than the 
flesh and she is held in limbo and yet she still manages, but it’s not to kill. The leader 
of the Assassin’s Guild is a small girl. Bullseye attacks her as well - because of course 
he does - and Elektra cannot bare to see someone else murdered by Bullseye. She 
doesn’t want anyone else pushed into their future six feet under by another 
psychopath. 

In the end, Elektra fights for good. She always has. 

 



It’s just always felt so very very bad. And dark. And bloody. 

She slingshots out of her injuries to stage one last attack and while it doesn’t kill 
Bullseye, it damages him enough to send him limping away. He exits with a flick and 
attempts to replay the last time he killed her with a playing card slice across the 
throat. Elektra deflects the flat missile but it instead finds a new trajectory right 
across the little girl’s throat. Bullseye doesn’t even need to say it. 

Stephen King once wrote [in the Dark Tower series] that ‘ka is a wheel’ - meaning 
that life and destiny go around and around. And so do we. Maybe we learn a few 
lessons and we’re better prepared next time we come across the same hurdle. 
Hopefully. 

Elektra finds herself in a remarkably similar position to her first murder and she’s 
faced with two choices moving forward. She follows Bullseye to finish the job, and no 
doubt leaves the girl to bleed out, or she stays to aid the girl, allowing her 
sharpshooting nemesis to escape. Elektra is a killer and yet she chooses to protect. 
Furthermore, she chooses to actively save. 

Albeit with the caveat that she is given the Assassin’s Guild. She saves so that she may 
be given the opportunity to destroy. 

And this is Elektra’s final lesson and change on the ka wheel. She has become a hero, 
for the moment, she’s saved a life, and she finds herself chatting with Maria Hill 
about her heroic deed. But she’s not going to stick around the celebrate a life when 
there is walking death out on the streets everywhere. Elektra launches into the water, 
off to begin her new life. A life that’s filled with agency and purpose now. 

The coda of this run has Crossbones and Sidewinder summoned to a Guild meeting 
whereupon they find Elektra instead. And she’s not here to convene business, she’s 
here to bury the Guild. Her final line is “I’m here to destroy it.” And it’s nice to see 
her referring to herself, no longer just a reflection of someone else or their thing to be 
owned, and she’s using an active verb. She has her own ideas, her own mission, and 
the goddamn wherewithal to do whatever she must. 

Elektra has spent decades being someone else’s something. After this insanely well 
structured and delivered run from del Mundo/Blackman, she is now left as a lady of 
independent means, who knows what she wants, how to get it, and will get it herself. 

Though it’s hard not to see Elektra is merely choosing the ‘right’ kind of killing, and 
that sort of activity will still leave you hollow, as we know she’s always wanted. She 
has accepted her noir ending, and is in fact using it for her own gain and the 
betterment of the world. Her downfall is our updraught, and that might just be the 
definition of bittersweet. 

 



 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

ELEKTRA was created by Frank Miller in DAREDEVIL Vol. 1, #168 in January 1981. 

The ELEKTRA run written about here featured art by Mike del Mundo, with Alex 
Sanchez, and written by W. Haden Blackman is Vol. 3 and ran from 2014-2015. 

There have been many other Elektra comics created, running the gauntlet from ace to 
abyssmal. You’ll know most on sight, but I’ll vouch for the DARK REIGN mini 
because it is superb. 

 

 

  

 



005 
JOHN CARPENTER’S THE THING 

 
Imagine for a moment if John Carpenter’s THE THING had a happy ending. Or if it’s 
hero lead was a true action star, always right, and able to uppercut any and all 
problems. Hot damn, that would be one boring ass rote flick. 

Imagine if THE THING was only a horror movie. A slasher flick. If it wasn’t about 
anything - though, yes, some slasher flicks are about something. Gah, what a shitty 
world that would be. 

I’m thankful I grew up in a world where John Carpenter made a remake of THE 
THING FROM ANOTHER WORLD and he made it as a paranoid sci fi SFX driven 
noir. I’m also thankful I got to literally ‘grow up’ in this world because for some 
reason the monkeys at the parenting button fell asleep one night and I got to watch 
this flick at a disturbingly young age. And I loved it beyond belief. I was the only kid 
in primary school able to work in quotes from Carpenter interviews in Fangoria when 
it came time to roundtable about our favourite flicks. But I digress: 

Consider Macready. Our bearded lead [I’m reticent to apply the ‘hero’ label here] 
played to perfection by a be-goggled Kurt Russell. Now consider him more closely, 
forget the crazy hat, the gigantic fur coat, c’mon, he’s in Antarctica, strip all that away 
and who do you have? 

Macready’s personal scene where we peek at the cards he holds so close to his chest is 
a phenomenally deft display of characterisation as he plays chess against his 
computer while sipping some J&B whiskey. Because of course he’s a loner and he 
likes his tipple. And when the machine beats him, he calls her a bitch and pours his 

 



drink into her, frying her circuits. Because of course he’s compulsive and bitter. And 
alone. And shunning the one ‘female’ in the entire flick. 

If there was ever a hardboiled lead - this time solid frozen - then it is Macready. He 
isn’t infallible, he gets his ass kicked, a lot, but he constantly gets back up and he’s 
willing to do the difficult things, even when they make him look batguano insane. 

With him set up, amidst a cast of other kooks, we then unleash the alien force that’ll 
tear them apart [literally]. With the case afoot, people start dying and we follow 
Macready as he struggles to stay alive and solve the case. But in a case like this, what 
if there’s no solution? What if there’s only harm minimisation? 

And that’s the biggest problem with a noir world [real problem, not narrative/genre 
problem], sometimes you can’t solve a problem. Sometimes someone has no ‘good’ 
setting. In crime, this is amped up and played as true but when you escalate this 
viewpoint into a malevolent force of alien nature that’s planning to assimilate the 
entire world and destroy us all, you make the stakes higher [perhaps the highest 
without going intergalactic] and yet Carpenter chooses to still play it all small. 

One of the finest scenes in the flick is set on and around a couch. Carpenter doesn’t 
ever lose that human thread to the movie that connects to us on the deepest level. 
Because at the end of the flick, with the battle ‘won,’ I always considered Macready to 
have saved the world when in actuality he’s no doubt saved the galaxy/universe. Left 
unchecked, the thing would’ve just kept on going [we can only presume] and he’s 
halted its path. For now. But we consider it a human victory because of the job 
Carpenter does. This isn’t ray guns and V-necked horseshit. This is noir. 

And I should unpack one quick thing I said above, the solution is only for now. 
Macready is making a sacrifice for a W that is most likely not going to last. It’s 
certainly easily undone, by someone with a misplaced electric blanket, or an oil drill. 
I mean, if we told climate change deniers that they’re eventually going to thaw out 
our ripped apart demise then maybe we’d finally make some much needed world 
change. 

But Macready makes this sacrifice and the flick ends on what should be a happy note, 
a win, but instead we get two men staring at each other across the snow and no 
matter how you run it, it’s the saddest ending ever because Macready might actually 
be the thing at this point, or Keith David’s Childs might be, or they might both be, or 
neither of them is. Roll those dice, look at the dual display, and no matter what 
you’ve got it’s heartbreaking and all for completely different reasons. Impending 
painful doom, a wasted opportunity to find salvation; it comes down to basic mistrust 
and the greater good. No man is willing to risk saving themselves lest they save the 
other and he turn out to already be turned. It’s so terrible in its poignant perfection. 

 



The ultimate down ending sends us off with “Let’s sit around here for a while...see 
what happens.” and then the flick ends because we really don’t want to see what 
happens. It’s too much - despite when a Dark Horse Comics miniseries thought 
otherwise as it showed us both men rescued and the narrative cycle begun anew. 

No, there is no second chance, Macready does this right, he does it til the end, there is 
no more. Poor bastard. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

JOHN CARPENTER’S THE THING was directed by John Carpenter [natch], and 
written by Bill Lancaster, as adapted from the John W. Campbell, Jr. novella WHO 
GOES THERE?. It was released by Universal Pictures in 1982 a few weeks after I was 
born. 

 

 

 

  

 



006 
IS CASANOVA A NOIR? 

 
CASANOVA from Gabriel Ba/Fabio Moon/Matt Fraction [and now Michael Chabon] 
is one of my favourite comics of the past decade. It’s this pop spy comic about being 
cool and flipping through realities while flipping reality the bird. It’s very modern, 
with very psychedelic old stuff inspiring the actual core of it. It’s just so goddamn 
good. 

The book is currently in its fourth volume, of which I believe there will be seven, and 
each volume is dominant for its own specific and varied reasons, which in itself is an 
insane feat of artistry and skill. 

The first volume is LUXURIA and it introduces us to our hero, Casanova Quinn, and 
his world. This arc is impossibly cool, the characters wild and spectacular, and the 
structure is just introducing one gonzo thing after another and threading a line that is 
Cass’ circulatory system. He travels to another version of reality and teams up with 
his superspy family to take down the bad guys. The chassis of the narrative could 
almost be clean if it weren’t for the detritus of experimentation and fun the creative 
team layer into every moment. 

Volume 2 was GULA where we followed a broader case across each of the issues and 
we got a real build to a climax that certainly wasn’t telegraphed, and was something 
that brought integrity to the title and our lead. If Vol 1 set ‘em up, this volume hit ‘em 
so hard they split the stuff inside atoms. 

 



These two arcs are stupendous things, really truly great comics, and I could bang on 
all day about it but I’ll never say it better than Tim Callahan did over seven years ago 
so instead I’ll link to his essay “Why ‘Casanova’ Matters” and hope you dig [LINK] 

Buy, y’see, the book then took a long break, where everyone in the creative team 
dispersed to create anything from books with Tony Stark to stories about life and love 
and truth. It was heartbreaking but these were the financial realities of Image books 
way back when. But then, because providence is real and it loves us, the book was 
given a chance to return. Something that happens so rarely and so very much needed 
to happen here. And so we, the few who tune in, were gifted: 

Volume 3 - AVARITIA, which put Cass into a new mission and really formalised his 
place with his story nemesis, Newman Xeno, as they build a Yin/Yang dichotomy. 
Intertwined, sharing good and bad. Cass tries to wipe him out on all the different 
realities, and naturally that kind of one-man genocide takes its toll. Here, we got a 
sense of the true larger scale of all of this, which is fun because the first two arcs 
certainly weren’t closed door mysteries. 

Volume 4 is ACEDIA and it’s playing out now and it’s stripped Cass back a bit and we 
watch him build back up. Considering AVARITIA had quite a large climax it makes 
sense to reset Cass a little, take his memory away, and see if he rebuilds in the same 
way again. 

Which brings us to what is to come - because this isn’t a recap, this is a crystal ball 
into which we might dare to gaze. I can merely postulate, but knowing that Fraction 
has mapped the story against the seven deadly sins, and he’s burnt through lust, 
gluttony, greed, and now sloth, this means he has superbia, invidia, and ira to go 
[pride, envy, and wrath]. In what order those will come who knows, though they say 
pride cometh before the fall, and noir is the ultimate fall, so I have to ponder: 

Is the tale of Casanova Quinn going to be a noir? 

I say yes. 

Cass is a character who has been built up and shown to make terrible choices. He’s a 
broken man, not quite doing what’s right, but doing what he wants to think is right. 
Manning the ship a hard north on a compass he knows won’t ever work quite right. 
As a noir lead, we desperately want to see Cass succeed but he’s going to need to 
overcome himself before that will work. 

To consider the alternative, could we stomach an ending to the whole mess that’s 
Cass getting his happily ever after? Would that suit Cass, has he deserved this, and 
would he even let it happen? You get the sense Cass knows he’s spiralling and he just 
wants to take a few key players down into the void with him. 

 

http://www.comicbookresources.com/?page=article&id=16406


I could see Cass sacrificing himself to redeem Newman Xeno, and then even that 
doesn’t yield a positive result, making his move pointless. There’s a nihilistic streak in 
Cass and one he uses to his advantage, because if you believe in nothing then you are 
set free. Cass is so free he spreads his wings and soars through galaxies. And we 
could, each of us, wonder a variety of ways Cass could ruin his own life/story/world 
but then there’s always the angle that he’s left fine, and he ruins it all for someone 
else. 

Ultimately, the noir end I feel is coming from Ba/Moon/Fraction, it’s going to be 
something that I know will happen, I feel must happen, but I get that sense of 
impending dread that it’s going to crush me just that little bit. It’s not going to be easy 
and that’s how you measure the quality of your noir. If it lays out simple, it’s dead 
before it hit the ground. If it’s on its back, sputtering blood into the air, gasping out as 
you watch, well that’s magic. 

CASANOVA is a study in how to look damn fine even in your death throes. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

CASANOVA was technically created by Gabriel Ba/Matt Fraction but it’s hard not to 
include Fabio Moon in that list as he’s woven into the fabric of the book, as well as 
the dna of his twin, Ba. It’s also now had Michael Chabon writing back ups for it. 

It was initially launched at Image Comics in this superace slimline format of $2 for 16 
pages but after two arcs it completely folded due to financial strain. It then 
reappeared as part of the ICON imprint at Marvel, but then it soon scarpered back to 
Image Comics where it is currently safely ensconced. 

Buy the book from the Image Comics website [LINK] 

  

 

https://imagecomics.com/comics/series/casanova


007 
SEA OF HEARTBREAK 

 
When it comes to music, I tend to steer to the saddest shit possible and I don’t even 
know why. There’s something about that aural connection that makes my office need 
to soak up all the sads. 

Maybe it stems from my father. His favourite band was The Platters. My lords, they 
are amazing. One of his favourites was ‘The Great Pretender’ and as a family we all 
loved it. Especially as Freddy Mercury also sang a version and we were and continue 
to be a huge Queen family. 

Now imagine me, many years after my father’s suicide, really contemplating the fact 
this was one of his favourite songs. It’s kind of gutting. And yet I still love the song. 

I also love ‘Twilight Time’ and ‘Harbor Lights’ and pretty well their whole damn ‘Best 
of’ album, which we owned on CD and spun goddamn daily in enjoyment, then in 
tribute. 

For something more recent, I find myself in a crazy ear crush on Sarah Blasko 
because her music sounds like it’s scoring someone’s downfall. It is the perfect score 
to me writing, both my inner process as well as what comes out on the page. 

But when it comes to a great noir song, I’ll always stop at ‘Sea of Heartbreak.’ Why? 

The lights in the harbour 

Don’t shine for me. 

 



And with those opening words, my heart breaks. This song brings out the very best in 
noir in that it’s someone’s eternal turmoil over love lost. Because noir isn’t always 
death as opposed to life, sometimes it’s death inside as opposed to living. These lyrics 
paint a picture of a million words and only really talk about the emotion and the 
distance. It’s not a classical narrative story, it’s a response. 

And you are allowed to fill in the gaps. Which is always the worst because my mind 
will always reach further than it needs to in order to destroy itself. I’ll imagine 
something so bad that it’s near impossible but that doesn’t stop its possibility being a 
complete curtain over my brain. So this song utterly stalls my brain and sets it 
floating on ‘this seas of tears.’ 

I am now certain you can only imagine what then occurs when you double-bill this 
song with ‘Teen Angel,’ an actual narrative song and the very saddest thing you’ll hear 
on this fine day. 

‘Teen Angel’ is about a young picaresque high school couple whose car stalls in front 
of an oncoming train, and, well, it’s easier if you just hear it. 

That fateful night the car was stalled 

Upon the railroad track 

I pulled you out and we were safe 

But you went running baaaa-aack. 

From there, the train hits, the girl dies, and when the young buck investigates to see 
why, oh why, would she go and do something so stupid, he finds his ‘high school ring, 
clutched in your fingers tiii--iight.’ We then follow him to her funeral and we know 
he’s broken for life, as you would be. 

It is horrific. 

It is also a song that featured on a 50-60s double cassette album of rock and roll hits 
that my father bought and loved and I listened to a million times as a kid. From ‘Rock 
Around the Clock’ to ‘Blueberry Hill’ to ‘Chantilly Lace’ these tapes had it all, and yet 
I never knew they held this piece of lovesick noir. And I knew the words to the song, I 
sang along, and it wasn’t until one day, in my late teens, I was in my car, tape jammed 
in, jamming along, when I paused and took stock of the words coming out of my 
mouth. I was floored. I rewound, I listened again. Why the hell was this even a song? 

I took the tape home and played the song for my brother, he had also never really 
‘heard’ the song before. We both stood there, paused, and that feeling that death is all 
around you, has always been around you, finally soaks in as you realise how 

 



comfortable you’ve become with it. How inured you are to things ending before they 
should. How much your brain protects you from the darkness all around. 

All these songs, as bleak as the other side of the moon, and yet I can’t get enough. 

As I write the downfall of so many characters, you’ll find these songs scoring their 
trip to the underworld, across the sea of heartbreak. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

SEA OF HEARTBREAK was written by Paul Hampton and Hal David and first 
performed by Don Gibson in 1961. 

It features over the end credits of HEARTBREAK RIDGE and it’s perfect. 

 

 

  

 



008 
THE SHINING 

 
The first rule of THE SHINING is: forget the movie. 

Yes, Kubrick made a horror masterpiece. The tone and timbre of that flick is intensely 
on point. Kubrick is a weird case in that he spent his career bouncing from genre to 
genre, defining them and mic dropping but he was never able to make THE definitive 
flick of those genres because his pieces were always more style over character 
substance. There are moments where this isn’t the case but on the whole people 
remember HAL before they can name more than one astronaut on the Discovery 
One, and before those men they probably remember the man-apes from the opening 
sequence. 

And when it is that Kubrick makes a truly iconic character, it is because of their 
hollow nature. R. Lee Ermey's Gunnery Sergeant in FULL METAL JACKET, Tom 
Cruise and Nicole Kidman’s married couple in EYES WIDE SHUT, and Alex in A 
CLOCKWORK ORANGE. These are all fantastic monuments of the silver screen but 
when they meet their downfall, if they even do, it doesn’t sting as much because they 
kinda feel like they started on rock bottom. Which is the mammoth problem with 
Kubrick’s version of Stephen King’s greatest novel - Jack Nicholson plays Jack 
Torrance as insane from the start [or at least quite unhinged] so his drop to 
murderous father isn’t a fall so much as it is a restrained mental patient finally laying 
back under their restraints and accepting the darkness inside. It’s a lateral move, not 
downward. 

The book however is a downfall as epic as any you will find, and it’s so utterly tragic 
because it is real. It’s a father always worrying he’s on the edge, sometimes nudging a 

 



toe over the line, but he wants to be good. He wishes he could be great but you get the 
vibe he’d settle for better than bad. But it all slowly unravels and it’s brutal to follow 
as you read. 

Because, and here’s the dirty little secret, reading THE SHINING isn’t scary, it’s 
heartbreaking. Jack Torrance fails at his most important job and it kills us all inside, 
especially because we all knew he couldn’t really do it all along, himself included. 
Once we find out he once broke his son, Danny’s, arm because he lost his temper, 
well, the seeds of doubt were not only sown but they were fertilised and the liquid 
nourishment of alcohol was all it ever needed to grow more, with Torrance not having 
the mental tools to know how to tend to that garden. 

The concept of the shattered man holding it together with trembling fingers is great 
noir fuel. Because you want it to go one way and when it goes another that’s killer, 
but when it’s his own fault for that downward curve, you just hate. You hate him, you 
hate alcohol, you hate the world for setting these things up. 

The other major aspect of the book that the movie neglects, or at least adapts poorly, 
is the state of the Overlook Hotel. The hotel isn’t just haunted, it’s aggressively evil. 
It’s a conduit to our worst and so it aligns with Jack’s hidden interior to make it 
exterior. It takes over him, in a way, but it also feels like an acceleration of Jack’s 
natural timeline anyway. Even in the end, as Jack elects to try and save the Overlook 
from a volatile boiler, it feels like it’s Jack’s choice to do this. It’s is he who elects the 
method of his own downfall. But with him gone, imagine how much the world will 
improve for his family. 

That’s not actual logic, but it is a choice made daily by people, sadly. And so, in that 
end, THE SHINING becomes this great exploration of one man’s inability to be good 
and so slowly spiralling down into pure evil until he implodes in and with it. 

Yeah, heartbreaking. 

RKL NOTE: THE SHINING was my favourite novel for well over a decade, in which I 
read it more than once, and found I could constantly just pick it up and flick through 
and lose myself for 80 pages. It’s amazing. 

My new favourite novel is THE AMAZING ADVENTURES OF KAVALIER & CLAY by 
Michael Chabon. It isn’t really a noir. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

 



THE SHINING was written by Stephen King and published by Doubleday in 1977. 

If you absolutely must, watch ROOM 237 but take it with a silo of salt. 

At present time of publication, I have yet to finish DOCTOR SLEEP. It seems alright 
but I’m obviously not salivating to finish it, ymmv. 

 

 

  

 



009 
JGL 

[500] DAYS OF SUMMER + THE LOOKOUT + 
LOOPER + BRICK 

 
It makes sense Joseph Gordon-Levitt would fill the role of the modern noir 
archetype. While every other leading man has been busy feeding chicken fillets and 
carb paste into his pecs, JGL has been off to the side amassing a wildly erratic and 
hugely high quality body of work. When you see him on the bill, you know you’re 
going to get some effort. And you know his character won’t have the red carpet laid 
out for him in every respect, JGL is the pure everyman in every superb sense of the 
word and that’s why he’s noir to the marrow in his bones. 

JGL can take a hit and keep moving through sheer force of will. 

If you think about noir leading men, they are so rarely the action hero type. They 
might get in a lotta scraps but they’d be batting under .400 easy as to their success 
rate. Your noir man isn’t about being a dazzling icon, or about spending their time 
pumping iron, they are about grit. JGL has grit in spades and we never saw it coming, 
which makes it all the more visceral when it sparks on screen. 

Launching into our cultural hivemind as a child star, JGL had the decks stacked 
against him. A goofy sitcom, a very specific pony-tailed look, I’ll be honest in thinking 
we might never see the kid again. But we did, in a little high school noir film called 
BRICK and it was the sort of performance, and flick, and script, and event that 
completely erases everything you had considered about a person and puts you in the 
palm of their hand. It’s a hard boiled high school romance from Rian Johnson, with a 

 



nuanced language created for these streets alone, and the tone of the piece was 
incredibly sombre. From there, JGL could do anything and you had to follow him just 
to know. 

Now, who knew what would actually happen. He went from sappy sitcom to 10 
THINGS I HATE ABOUT YOU, which while endlessly viewable in that 90s melange 
of teen flick safety isn’t exactly high art. BRICK was high art and from there JGL 
would solidify himself as an icon in a new place, a place between the blockbuster stars 
and the pretty boys. Which becomes interesting because he is himself capable of 
carrying some very big flicks and he is a handsome dude in the old school sense. But 
it begins to feel like he is purposefully choosing his place in the world so he gets to 
dabble in some fascinating narrative machines, many which would be considered 
unconventional and certainly not safe but that means you always get a sense he’s 
drawing from a place of art not commerce, something we don’t see enough of in 
Hollywood. 

Post-BRICK, I tracked JGL to THE LOOKOUT [purely because of Scott Frank’s 
involvement as writer/director] and I was completely won over. This subdued heist 
flick is all about tone and JGL plays a guy who has suffered brain trauma and is 
impacted for it. It’s a small performance, he’s not out to make this problem flashy, 
and the whole flick matches that idea. Play the low key, make the audience sit 
forward and pay attention. It’s one of those modern crime flicks that slipped past the 
radar but seems to get enough of a run with the people who matter that it is not lost. 
And while it’s not exactly a true noir, I do consider its downbeat end to be worthy of 
mention here because it showcases that different and flexible attitude to noir. JGL’s 
character doesn’t end up dead or in a cell, but his injured mind/body is a cell, and the 
guilt and isolation he starts with are still present and might well forever be. He is, for 
all real intents and purposes, still trapped in a cell and it’s his own mind. 

His next real notable for me is the clincher when proving JGL’s versatility, and it’s 
one of his finest noir roles. [500] DAYS OF SUMMER is an amazing flick. It’s 
supremely heartfelt, it’s real in its hyper-unreality of love, and it’s the finest 
romance-comedy flick of the past ten years, hands down. And it’s in this real and wild 
depiction of love that it shows the real noir in the world as we process heartbreak and 
its infinite darkness. The love between JGL and Zooey Deschanel’s character is all the 
more bleak because it’s only 500 days, you could fit at least two score of these types of 
heartbreaks in your life if you were un/lucky. You could near endlessly find the girl, 
fall deeply into her, have her snuff your heart, and be spat out in time for the next 
and you know you’d do it again. And the final moment confirms this as we are offered 
a moment of hope, JGL meets the new girl, the next girl, and why that might be 
[probably should be] affirming, and yet all I can think is that he’s just signing up for 
another 500 day stint of ventricle tenderising before the bastard is ripped out again. 

 



Which is all his fault because he runs headfirst into the field despite being told it’s 
poisonous. He knows with Summer that she doesn’t want anything serious and yet he 
pursues anyway, because he’s his own problem. In fact, he’s a straight up dick. He’s 
moody, rude, and pretty damn stupid. In order to get those little highs, those blissful 
romantic moments we all strive for, he’s willing to hand his heart across to get 
stomped. Because he knows the memory of the best time will defib him back in time 
for the next time. He is rotationally setting himself up for failure, and pretending he 
doesn’t know it each time. 

Love is the ultimate destroyer because it’s always about betrayal. 

I weigh in on INCEPTION being a noir in that way we follow the determined downfall 
of one man, but that man isn’t JGL, it’s equally impressive ‘actor’ [not star or pec 
stand] Leonardo DiCaprio’s show. But JGL holds an important role that acts as a 
bridge to the next flick I wanna mention and it’s this: JGL is the muscle of 
INCEPTION. Not Tom Hardy, the brick bat also on this crew, no, Hardy is the 
weapons guy, and JGL is the ass kicker. Now, JGL is my size [so those who know me 
understand why this role of muscle is fantastic]. JGL isn’t physically 
intimidating...well, not if you just take his actual dimensions as they are. But when 
you add in the way he holds himself, the certainty with which he moves and acts, 
when you measure how big he feels, suddenly the numbers go up. You believe JGL 
can kick anyone’s ass through sheer force of determination and drive and it doesn’t 
break the narrative or the world at all. It is this mettle that makes JGL shine as a noir 
lead and INCEPTION was the ultimate proof that he can do anything needed to drive 
a narrative engine into the water and still gun the pedal down. 

Which is what he does in LOOPER, acting as Bruce Willis’ younger self and you start 
to believe that he most certainly would grow up to be that grizzled old bastard who 
could walk through stone. This is also doubly fitting because before Willis was the 
hardened action star, with the engine block head, and the weary eyes, he was a 
rom-com tv show star who didn’t look like he could stand over his own shadow 
[hyperbole klaxon: love you, Bruce]. 

By the time we hit LOOPER, there was no doubt in my mind at all that JGL could be 
the guy waiting when you travel back in time and he’d shoot you down before you’d 
taken a full breath of air from the past. JGL was walking diamond by this stage and so 
nothing in this flick seems out of his range, right up to the final dusty denouement 
that breaks your heart in its inevitability. 

Noir has found a vessel in Joseph Gordon-Levitt because you hate to see him end in a 
ditch but you know he’ll put himself there time and again if it’s in the better interest 
of just one other person. He is that man and we are all the better for having the 
opportunity to see him operate. 

 



 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

Joseph Gordon-Levitt was created inside a hypernova, I assume. 

[500] DAYS OF SUMMER was written by Scott Neustadter + Michael H. Weber, 
directed by Marc Webb, and released by Fox Searchlight Pictures in 2009. 

THE LOOKOUT was written/directed by Scott Frank and released by Miramax Films 
in 2007. 

LOOPER was written/directed by Rian Johnson and released by TriStar Pictures in 
2012. Read a short treatment pdf from Johnson here [LINK] 

BRICK was written/directed by Rian Johnson and released by Focus Features in 
2006. 

 

  

 

http://www.rcjohnso.com/Looper/Looper.pdf


010 
GREEN WAKE + PISCES 

 
The fact I love GREEN WAKE so much says a great deal about me as a person, I feel. 
This sad green book from Riley Rossmo and Kurtis J Wiebe is the comic equivalent of 
having your head held underwater and all you can see tangled in the reeds below are 
all the things you love. 

I dunked my own head every month on this book and would do it again in a heartbeat 
if it were ever to return [which it no doubt will not, just yet another sad ending for it 
all]. The premise is that Green Wake is a town where people wake up to stew on their 
sins in life. It’s a melancholy purgatory and when murders start happening then 
Morley Mack and his offsider Krieger look into the affair. 

From a pared down PI framework, to the sketchy and muted visuals from Rossmo, 
GREEN WAKE wore its depression on its sleeve. Rooted in grief, and self-reflection, 
Wiebe was open in admitting the book was therapy for him, a way to work through 
certain questions his mind couldn’t align. Or didn’t want to. Coming from that place 
to inform a town of murder and uncertainty is something that fascinates me because 
it’s real, it’s raw, and it means the story has meat on the bone. You don’t follow the 
pretty lines and then allow the story and pages to quickly fade from your mind like 
you scrawled them into your brainpan in invisible ink. No, GREEN WAKE stays with 
you because it’s so visceral, so poignant, and so very very damn well done. 

You see, everything about this book screams that it’s going to be a weird, messed up, 
pseudo-psycho sci fi noir and that’s something that’s been done before. But with 
Rossmo’s art we instantly get something fresh, something brutal, and using that 
connection to the audience Wiebe manages to do the ultimate noir move and make us 

 



care. So when he pulls the rug out from under us we topple over and know we’ll never 
be able to stand again. It sucks because Mack’s noir spiral is as much about all of us 
as it is about him. The central concept of Green Wake is so universal that you walk 
away thinking about yourself, your life, and where you are going just as much as you 
consider this poor four colour bastard on the page. 

That idea of how grief hollows you out, what it takes to overcome its firm and clammy 
embrace, and the realisation there is no ‘victory’ to be had or found over it sucks. You 
so desperately want it to be another way but there it is, right in front of you, and you 
knew it, you knew it all along, but you hoped. To fall from hope is to pack weights 
onto your shoulders before stepping off the tower’s top. 

Ugh. 

Sometimes the best noir let’s you think you’ll be the special one [because through the 
main characters we so often project ourselves and Morley Mack is a great lead for 
this]. You see that finish line and the crossing line is rotted and razor sharp and 
there’s nothing but empty space after it to drift off into but you still think you’ll be 
running more on the other side and you’ll eventually find happy bright land under 
your feet. You really believe, and then it switches. 

The great realisation of GREEN WAKE is that Mack gets out, he manages to set 
himself free, he wins. But the whole reason he was there is because he wasn’t dealing 
well with his grief at all, his self-hatred for the car crash he caused that took the life of 
his wife. He fell within himself and landed in Green Wake. But then he got out, he 
forgave himself. The end, right? 

Remember that question; can you ever truly forgive yourself? The real answer in so 
many of us is a flat firm ‘no.’ You might have good days, but you’ll have bad days, and 
in the end your heart is soured. You’ll fall back because you are broken and while you 
might look fixed from certain angles, and you might even still be able to serve your 
purpose, the truth is that you are broken. So Mack ends up back in Green Wake and 
that’s the eternal struggle. 

You’ll never stop fighting yourself because you’ll never actually set down your tools. 

GREEN WAKE was bold enough to know this and to show it, and the result is a book 
that’s mesmerising, and difficult at times, and so very incredibly important as a 
one-man noir. 

--- 

INTERMISSION 

Back in the day, I used to sling words about comics and I fell hard in love with 
GREEN WAKE and you can scope the following things: 

 



An interview with Kurtis J Wiebe about GREEN WAKE Part I [LINK] + Part II 
[LINK] 

Another interview at the end of the first arc [LINK] 

Dan Hill’s OPENING CONTRACT column looked at the first panel of the first page of 
the first issue. It’s golden stuff [LINK] and you can buy Dan’s entire ebook of that 
column, with extra creator interviews alongside it all here [LINK], and trust me, you 
should pick this book up, it’s one of my prescribed must read books about comics. 

And if you’re a tight ass, you can actually read all of GREEN WAKE here online like a 
webcomic [LINK] - spoilers, it also includes an issue I wrote that never made it to 
print but I collaborated on it with Nathaniel Ooten just because I really loved the 
script and he knocked it out of the park. My issue, a one-shot, is also very much about 
the chase down the spiral. Enjoy. 

--- 

PISCES 

This here is a comic hitting shelves right now and you need to be reading it. Written 
by Wiebe with art from Johnnie Christmas, coloured by Tamra Bonvillain, it feels like 
the spiritual follow up to GREEN WAKE and I’m all signed up to walk down the path 
into damnation with this story and team. 

This comic has only begun this year so it’s fun to analyse the pieces we have so far 
and postulate how and where we are going to be led, or dragged. The first issues do 
not spoonfeed you so you can only nudge forward based on gut instinct. I like this. It 
assumes intelligence in the reader, it allows surprises, and it builds character and 
emotion when done well and this is doing it all very well. 

PISCES is like HANNIBAL in the way it builds on the tone of scenes before anything 
else. We are following our lead, Dillon, a Vietnam vet struggling to settle back into 
the real world, and inexplicably we are segued into a weird sci fi body horror where 
everything is metaphysical and so the dread seeps into your bones. It’s gloriously 
unsettling. 

Seeing into his days in ‘Nam, we see where Dillon has come from, and how disturbed 
warfare can be. It’s the perfect way to break a person into small pieces and then it’s a 
crapshoot which shards will survive. With this context built, we catch up with Dillon 
back home and you know it’s all no good and so it becomes a matter of discovering 
how bad it is, where he’ll go wrong, and for me I can’t stop wondering if it’ll all be his 
own fault. I mean, the world kicks us hard, so it’s never only our fault, but we each get 
moments, opportunities, and we take responsibility. So observing Dillon’s case, as 
this game can feel at times, is hard to do and made harder by these space-helmeted 
interludes where Dillon has no idea of what’s going on and we get few hints about 

 

http://www.theweeklycrisis.com/2011/03/fireside-chat-with-kurtis-wiebe-from.html
http://www.theweeklycrisis.com/2011/08/fireside-chat-with-kurtis-wiebe-still.html
http://www.theweeklycrisis.com/2013/06/opening-contract-green-wake-1.html
https://gumroad.com/l/zTxG
http://greenwake.keenspot.com/d/20120206.html
http://www.theweeklycrisis.com/2011/03/fireside-chat-with-kurtis-wiebe-from_31.html


time, place, or reality. It’s a four dimensional mystery and there’s no goddamn 
chance at all it’ll end well. 

Some men are born to fade to black and watching them hold on can sometimes pain 
us more than the final blip at their end. PISCES is a study in us holding fast as we 
watch and wait for the inevitable, whether it’s in his past, his present, or this ethereal 
future. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

GREEN WAKE was created by Riley Rossmo and Kurtis J Wiebe at Image Comics in 
2011. 

PISCES was created by Johnnie Christmas and Kurtis J Wiebe at Image Comics in 
2015. 

 

 

 

  

 



011 
BLADE RUNNER 

 
I first watched BLADE RUNNER before I was a teen. And while I loved it there’s no 
way I got so much of what makes it astoundingly great. I had no idea what film noir 
was and so I missed out on pretty much exactly why the aesthetic of the flick is so 
brilliant. I understood the brutal beauty of the skyline, the hard cool stench of the 
smoky streets, but I didn’t get the thick vein of homage running through it that 
causes the masterful juxtaposition of it all. 

This is a firm sci fi flick and yet it’s filmed, shot, and put together like an old film noir 
of the finest kind. Young Ryan did not have that knowledge but Aged Weary Creaking 
Ryan gets it, and the love for this flick grew exponentially. Because the balls to put a 
Vangelis score against what we can only imagine was Ridley Scott thinking he saw a 
vision of Beijing’s future and he actually did see that future and then have the 
language change to meet the sci fi parameters of this android populated Philip K Dick 
story and then infuse it with all of the film noir style tips has gotta be one of the 
wildest mash ups of all time at the time this debuted on the big screen. 

Putting a close-cropped Harrison Ford into a nice dirty coat, having him eat on the 
streets and know the lingo, those Venetian blinds. This flick looks like it was made in 
the 40s, of both the 20th and the 21st Century. It’s a bold undertaking. And it paid 
off. Eventually. Obviously the earliest 80s people didn’t know what to initially make 
of it but sharper minds prevailed and we got the classic we know and love and revere 
today. And no doubt will tomorrow also. 

 



But for today, I want to look at the plain noir aspects of the flick, of which there are a 
few. 

I love that Rick Deckard, everyone’s favourite Replicant hunter, spends pretty well 
the whole flick getting his ass kicked. Deckard succeeds not because he’s a beast but 
because he refuses to succumb to beasts, despite them pounding him down 
repeatedly. But go back and watch THE BIG SLEEP and watch Bogart get slapped 
around there, too. It’s not the fight in you so much as the resilience. Because they 
won’t wear you down physically but you’ll wear them down mentally. It’s refreshing 
to see a sci fi hero just get handed around into a few beatings. 

By the end, it becomes ludicrously fascinating because the final showdown doesn’t 
come off as one for the good guys through any skillset of Deckard’s except for his 
propensity to take a pasting and keep on ticking. He literally just waits out Rutger 
Hauer’s Roy Batty until he shuts down of his own volition. It’s an intriguing low key 
and passive way to end the hero’s journey. Perhaps this unconventionality is why it 
flopped; it was up against E.T. THE EXTRA TERRESTRIAL and everyone could 
understand that kind of structure and tone. 

Deckard spends the flick hunting these Replicants - itself something we can never gel 
as actually being the right thing to do because of the moral and ethical quandary it 
raises in regards to sentience and thus right to life - but we follow Deckard because 
it’s Ford with the best haircut he’ll ever have in his life and these robots are violent. 
Though Deckard is also violent. It’s as murky as the real world. But through all his 
hunting, Deckard is pretty useless except for his hard-headedness. And it’s this in the 
end that saves him but also goes a great length to showing us why he’s wrong. Why 
our ‘hero’ is anything but one. 

Rutger Hauer delivers the ‘tears in rain’ soliloquy and it’s still as haunting and 
captivating today as it was all the way back then. Through this final dialogue, despite 
having watched Hauer break Deckard’s fingers and act like most big bad level bosses 
are supposed to, from all that we get a speech about the beauty of the universe and 
it’s something we can understand. Something we can comprehend, we yearn for, and 
we mourn its passing in what might feel like empathy on our best days when we want 
to self-congratulate but really, when you are honest with yourself, you frown for the 
fact you’ve never seen something as beautiful as what is described. You’ve never even 
comprehended it. Because you’ve been too busy just standing back up from life’s 
beatings. We are all Deckard and when we finally land that killing blow to the 
man/system/whole goddamn world, we instantly see why it was wrong and why 
nobody else does it, at least not with any frequency. 

BLADE RUNNER is a noir and it’s Roy Batty’s fall from the majesty of space into the 
very real and human surface world of our everyday existence. Suddenly the fact this 
flick represents our future is sad and crushing, we are all walking into the dystopia of 

 



man and we are doing so little about it. Climate change, mining, space junk, all these 
chickens are going to come home to roost and all we have is one gargantuan nest 
made out of our regrets and our fears, all of which we failed to ever act responsibly 
upon. An emotionless walking computer can learn to see it but we are blind eternally. 

With the blinking passing of Roy Batty, we see the noir of mankind writ large, atop a 
grimy rooftop in the rain. Because that’s how we’ll all go, unclean, afraid we might 
fall, and looking up and hoping/wishing for the more we know we deserved. 

However, depending on your leaning on the flick, there’s more noir to share around. 
You see, Deckard might be a replicant also. Ridley Scott certainly believes him to be - 
I won’t say intended him to be one because that implies external intent, whereas 
Scott’s side of the story just is, and we can still choose to buy it or not. And if Deckard 
is a replicant, well, that means his life is a lie, his clock is ticking, and he’s just going 
to wind down to the middle of the end in exactly the same way Batty did right in front 
of him. Deckard has already seen his own demise and has only to wait. It makes his 
silence as Batty powers down all the more weighted. That’s worse than being locked 
up in a cell awaiting sentence, it’s standing on the gallows and not being given a time 
nor any reprieve and so stand you will continue to do. 

The final sequence of the flick shows Deckard and Rachael escaping with each other. 
Deckard is willing to go forward with Rachael even though he knows she’s a Replicant 
and her clock is ticking, albeit a little longer than Batty’s. Deckard is willing to take 
that heartbreak of knowing a finite time and then having to say goodbye to her. And if 
you take on board that he’s a replicant then it’s doubly as sad. Either way, those two 
are escaping down and they won’t reach the bottom so much as they will just stop the 
descent and become a barnacle on the side of the final journey. 

BLADE RUNNER has stood the test of time because it is not your standard 
action/adventure fare. It’s thematically weighted and leaves us with post-viewing 
questions and for me the meatier the movie then the more I get out of it through 
hours/days/months/years of discussion. The only thing I never discuss and merely 
state is, the story is a downer. Hell, it’s the downfall of man. That’s a big concept to 
see lost in time like tears in rain. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

BLADE RUNNER was directed by Ridley Scott from a script by Hampton Fancher 
and David Peoples which adapted DO ANDROIDS DREAM OF ELECTRIC SHEEP? 
by Philip K Dick and released by Warner Bros. in 1982 the same weekend as JOHN 

 



CARPENTER’S THE THING. They both got thumped by E.T. THE 
EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL in its third week, though all bow down to PORKY’S which 
was two weeks shy of cracking 100 million dollars in just over 100 days. 

A sequel is being worked on right now to be directed by Dennis Villeneuve, overseen 
by Ridley Scott, and I’m going to go out on a limb and say I think it will be ace. Only 
time will tell. 

 

 

  

 



012 
KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT 

 
It is a sad indictment of my admittedly shameful comic fu that it was not until 2015 
AD that I read and imbibed KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT. I feel like had I read this eons 
ago it would have been as big a game changer as THE DARK KNIGHT RETURNS. 

I always knew about this book. I’ve always loved Kraven. But coming up in the game, 
as a pre-teen, it was hard to track down back issues but whatever was at the local 
newsagent was fair game. So when I started running the streets, spending a Saturday 
morning covering 20-30kms on my bike with my brother scouring all the four colour 
peddlers for their goods, all I found were a tonne of MAD Magazines [which were 
rad] and most stores wouldn’t stock the new Venom comics but they’d always have 
some Spidey. My earliest true hunting memory is getting drawn in deep to the 
MAXIMUM CARNAGE storyline and absolutely needing to get all 1 million of those 
issues. It was arduous and while I’ll always have a soft spot in my heart for Carnage 
and that pretty woeful storyline all it will make me think now is I missed KRAVEN’S 
LAST HUNT and everything else put in my path was mere webbed distraction until I 
could find this. This masterpiece. 

Before I enter into the dark void this comic is, I want to ensure anyone who stumbles 
across this missive out there in space understands that KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT is 
some particularly amazing comic storytelling. I’m going to wager a strong amount - 
the sort of coin your parents bought and sold whole houses with - that this is the best 
Spider-Man story there is or ever has been. I say this because my mind is filling with 
good stuff, the aforementioned Carnage, the whole Venom-to-Carnage affair, the 
Clone Saga, those Ditko issues, Slott, Spider-Island, and nothing touches this story. 
Perhaps I’m missing something and if I am, GREAT, because that means there are 

 



even more phenom comics out there waiting to tickle my whiskers. But until then, I 
want to fill a bath, tear up twenty trades of this storyline and have the pages steep in 
the warm broth, and then soak until morning, ahhh. 

J.M. DeMattis is a writer who I know I’ve read but his name has never stuck in my 
brainpan. I’ve certainly not sought him out. And it would seem I’d mentally blocked 
that it was the blessed Mike Zeck on art, and that I should have remembered and 
should have aggressively tipped me over the line years before. Though I never would 
have expected what we get in this story because it’s always sat in my head somewhere 
around maybe THE DARK PHOENIX SAGA, which for me means it’s wickedly good, 
it’s super enjoyable, it’s a touch dated, but the overall quality will make up for it 
despite it being something that maybe wouldn’t quite land today as strong. 

Hell, no, KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT could drop in 2015 and people would lose their 
minds over it. It’s a comic about important things, that’s very very well made, and 
features a bare-chested Russian losing his mind. I can’t imagine what other check 
boxes the Eisner committee have in their clipboards [though they probably use 
Wunderlist on their tablet as they read through the nominees now]. This storyline 
has and does it all, no pretending, it will cross new paths in your brain and unlock 
visions. 

With that promised, now let’s get onto the juicy stuff: this mainstream Marvel story is 
a noir masterpiece. Kraven hunts and kills Spider-Man in the first act and that’s the 
first marker that we aren’t following our webbed friend on this ride. No, this is Sergei 
Kravinoff’s ride and we are just strapped in to view it until it hits the last station in 
the line and blasts right through it in black flames. 

The mental descent of Kraven is one of the most shocking ways to chart a villain’s 
downfall in a comic based around arguably the most wholesome superhero in the 
world. Superman might be safe but Spidey is downright alluring and yet this comic is 
intense and really resonates on an adult level. Perhaps this is because of the way Mike 
Zeck brings gritty determination to the page. Or maybe it’s the layered structure 
DeMattis plays the narrative through, making us work for it, thus making us think 
about every piece on the board and their moves. 

There is no doubt Kraven is the antagonist of his own downfall. He’s trying to 
understand the American dream, he’s wrestling with it, trying to best it. In the end, 
he sees the hunt as the show of power, but once he kills Spider-Man he obviously 
feels he must become him. He should now own the American dream. But what he 
finds is wholly unsatisfying. What he finds is that his spirit is lacking for the job. In 
order to chase this seemingly unattainable perfection, he had to change himself to 
best hunt. The person he subsequently became was not ideal to represent that which 
he sought for so long. He spoiled himself and there was nothing to be done but accept 

 



this, hand it all back, and take himself off the board. It’s a sad indictment of how 
people chase glory and what it does to them. 

Kraven is so single-minded that he never considers others and yet all Spider-Man 
ever does is consider others. His whole existence is for others, which is why it sucks 
to be Mary-Jane, especially in this book. But Kraven can’t quite handle this, he’s been 
working hard for number one all his life, his background, his struggle, it’s all been for 
number one. That realisation must’ve stung having come from a Communist location 
and essentially conformed to the capitalist ideal. He has become the antithesis of 
what his whole family did when they arrived on US soil. 

Hubris is such a great accelerator for a noir narrative engine and here you see Kraven 
believe he’s right for the job and after inner scrutiny understand he’s not the man for 
the gig. So if he’s not for that, and his default position is as a man who fights for that, 
this storyline leaves him nothing and nowhere. Unlike when Wonka tells us about the 
man who got everything he wanted, this time it only serves to hold up a dark mirror 
in front of him and box him in with his ghastly reflection. Kraven places the gun in 
his mouth and we see his youthful portrait sullied with blood, because a visual can 
represent the entire noir theme of a man’s life. 

KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT is a deliciously nasty analysis of what happens when a 
villain, who believes he’s the hero of his own story, suddenly realises his heart has 
been pumping black blood this whole time. It is also a deeply meaningful reminder to 
us that we should care for the context of every life lost, because it’s always a tragedy. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

KRAVEN’S LAST HUNT was published across WEB OF SPIDER-MAN, THE 
AMAZING SPIDER-MAN, THE SPECTACULAR SPIDER-MAN at Marvel Comics in 
1987. It was drawn by Mike Zeck with Bob McLeod inks, and written by J.M. 
DeMatteis. 

 

  

 



013 
GENE HACKMAN’S 

NOIR DOUBLE BILL 
 
In the early 70s there were two titanically superb noir flicks delicately placed into 
new cinema canon and while neither of them immediately front as a typical noir flick 
you can be certain they are bleak to their modern core. And their lead actor brings the 
hollow games to the fore because no one in the 70s played a man downtrodden by the 
world and yet still marching forward like Atlas than Gene Hackman. 

In THE FRENCH CONNECTION, the role of Jimmy ‘Popeye’ Doyle is such a great 
updated turn on the old pulp detective leads, as they show his flaws, his 
determination, and his desire for progress no matter what barriers might be placed in 
his way. In the way he continually trudged onward, in a manner we can see is to his 
own downfall, makes him a perfect noir lead, but he’s also a new breed of this sad 
soul archetype. And this is because of societal boundaries towards narratives. 

Doyle is, to put it bluntly, a scumbag. He’s beyond the loveable scamps of old, or even 
the hardboiled bastards, no, Doyle is a flat out terrible human being. He’s racist, 
abusive, a drunk, and his moral code isn’t broken, it’s just casually cast aside, buried 
over time, forgotten. Noir leads often march because they see the light, or they ignore 
the dark, but Doyle marches into the darkness and screams into it. He screams to 
master it. He’s a complex guy and at this time was somewhat indicative of a new way 
of telling stories. You could suddenly go real deep and dark with your leads and there 
was little filter. 

 



This perfect cultural storm of time and inclination brings us this NYC detective who 
will go to any lengths to stop the roaring drug trade pouring into his city - which is 
about the one redeemable aspect of the character, his ultimate goal is something 
good. He’s just given far too liberal a set of tools and methods to make this happen. 

There is little joy to be taken in watching Doyle, and his partner Buddy ‘Cloudy’ 
Russo played by Roy Scheider, beating suspects and owning the streets through 
impact and aggression. The job is not shown to be fun because at that time it was not 
fun - hell, it’s probably never ‘eff you en’ to be a beat cop of any level - and so we see 
how the sausages were made at this time. It’s hard work and while you want Doyle to 
win you almost don’t want to know how he gets it done. Which is exactly how 
practises like these are cultivated in the first place. 

But you quietly urge Doyle to do just one more thing, terrible as it might be, if it’ll just 
get him to that shining light of victory. You lean forward, you allow, right up until you 
realise it’s not going to work. There’s only ever one outcome from this behaviour. 

You see it plastered across the car chase, both what you see and how we now know it 
was made. It’s a reckless pursuit of something grander and even when it works you 
are left wondering what could have been the outcome had it not. And in that moment 
of blunder, would it all have been worth it? You know a single beat ‘no’ is the only 
answer. But you watch the chase, and you laud it, and it’s amazing. And, well, it does 
look pretty damn fine, doesn’t it? Who doesn’t love a fast car? 

But is it amazing when a cop shoots a criminal in the back? Is that the moment you 
maybe start to turn away from Doyle? But do you condemn as you turn? Are we 
complicit in his noir downfall, or are we actually exhibiting the exact model that leads 
to societal downfall? We turn, but we allow. What else would Doyle do if he’s given 
rights to such barbarity by absence of reprimand or example? Or is this the necessary 
roughness needed to protect society from growing ill will and action? The poster 
tagline says Doyle is bad news-but a good cop. Do we hand off the responsibility of 
civil protection and then also hand across the right to complain when that job makes 
people sell their souls. It’s a set of super grey questions to ask which is the whole 
point of the flick. How far are we expected to go, and how far will we let others go for 
us? Never forget that we are at fault for helping Doyle fall, and all because we want to 
live in the good life his actions might possibly provide. 

If he were successful in his goal. But the 70s were a great time in cinema to show us 
that the people promising you it’ll get better, the people promising you it’s worth the 
means to justify the end, are a bunch of bastards. And the bastards all quietly die on 
the inside, back when we thought people cared about that sort of demise. A flickering 
of the soul, a blackening of our hopes. All for the greater good. 

Weren’t we all wrong? 

 



Doyle is, and in the final sequence we see just how wrong when he chases drug 
kingpin Charnier into an old warehouse. Anyone half-familiar with cinema narrative 
structure knows this is the set up for the final reel showdown where the hero catches 
the villain, or perhaps is forced into killing him to end the madness. But this is not 
just noir it’s 70s cinema noir which means you have no idea what you are going to 
get. 

Doyle is tracking this fiend when he sees a figure move, though can’t quite make out 
whom it is. He does the only heroic thing his dna understands and he opens fire. The 
figure is taken down but upon closer inspection we discover it is not Charnier, it is 
another federal agent. Doyle barely pauses, this should be cause for a broken career, 
no less a broken man, but Doyle processes it quickly and then moves on. He hasn’t 
caught his man so he needs to continue. It’s horrible in the most literal sense and it’s 
indicative of how black Doyle is on the inside. This friendly fire crime that’s cost 
another man his life doesn’t bother Doyle at all, he knows to do what he does he has 
to press forward. 

Buy Doyle’s kind of forward is also very steeply downward. 

Popeye Doyle is a bombastic noir lead, someone completely complicit in his every 
step down the path whereas 3 years later Hackman would play an entirely different 
noir man as Harry Caul in THE CONVERSATION. Caul is someone who has no idea 
the noir spiral is winding around him and he only feels it once it pulls tight, and it’s 
too late. 

Francis Ford Coppola was hot off THE GODFATHER which swept some Oscars and 
is easily one of the best flicks of all time and while he was following that flick up with 
a sequel that some believe to be even better [I don’t] and just as many tout as the 
greatest sequel of all time [it’s gotta be right up there with DAY OF THE DEAD and 
THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK and ALIENS and THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE 
UGLY] Coppola isn’t a guy who has ever wanted to be a one trick pony. Whereas most 
directors steer into the skid of the genre they initially dominate - and you get 
Scorsese’s crime flicks and Carpenter’s horror flicks - Coppola is the sort of guy who 
seems to engineer his career like he’s mapping his own professional noir as we see 
him go from being a master of the craft, a pioneer and innovator, to someone who is 
off the radar and disrespectfully forgotten, or ignored. 

But before Coppola erased himself from history, he crafted a tale where someone was 
recording history and it led to their downfall. And now THE CONVERSATION stands 
as one of the finest pieces of quiet cinema you’ll find anywhere and you won’t quickly 
forget how Harry Caul’s world and mind are dismantled. Even though this team 
deliver a film you can instantly tell was destined to fail. Well, by that I mean it was 
destined to gain a lower gross and project a smaller tone so it so rarely gets held up 

 



against Coppola’s GODFATHER flicks or APOCALYPSE NOW. But it equally holds its 
own in that field. 

It all begins with a simple task, record a couple walking and talking in the park. It’s 
mundane and even if it goes pear shaped you’d assume it’ll spill into a domestic 
problem. In a word: manageable. 

So Harry Caul takes the job because he’s the best there is at what he does and what he 
does is peep on people and record their sound. He’s an aural kind of guy. But he 
doesn’t hear the thunder coming. 

The fascinating thing about THE CONVERSATION is that from this initial premise, 
the story unfolds that what Caul thinks he’s listening to is not that, and it instead 
leads to the death of another man and a cover up whereby Caul can’t out the 
offenders. In the end, he’s left to stew in the belief he’s being kept under surveillance 
himself, his one true fear which we see early on that he safeguards against at all costs. 

The narrative is thin because this was never about an epic governmental take down, 
this is the study of one man imploding. We watch Caul listen and relisten to one line 
from the conversation he stole and he’s peering into its abyss trying to work out what 
is down there. Suitably, he comes nowhere near cracking the code but watching how 
intently he draws focus and must prevail shows you how he gets led down in the end. 
He’s unilaterally afraid and yet has singular vision. A quality blindside - and it must 
be really high quality to work - completely takes him off the map. 

You get the feeling if Coppola could have dropped another 45 minutes of Caul 
scrutinising the tape he would have. Because it’s that perfect vision of him not letting 
go and getting himself dragged down through tenacity and curiosity. 

The story resolves with Caul hearing a playback of his own saxophone playing and 
realising he’s been tapped. He tears his apartment apart and there’s really no greater 
metaphor for noir. 

The film closes on Caul alone, playing his sax, which is where the device most likely 
resides. He is utterly doomed to the bound and repressed life he has built himself. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

THE FRENCH CONNECTION was directed by William Friedkin from a script by 
Ernest Tidyman and released by 20th Century Fox in 1971. 

 



There is a sequel but I didn’t write about that here so whatever. 

THE CONVERSATION was written/directed by Francis Ford Coppola and released 
by Paramount Pictures in 1974. 

 

 

 

 

  

 



014 
BATMAN SHOULD BE A NOIR 

 
Not only won’t Batman ever get a happy ending, but he most probably shouldn’t. 

Besides the fact he’s Batman, he just doesn’t get to end up sitting by the beach 
sipping Mai Tais and getting tipsy. Though if he did you know he’d be shirtless, bare 
hairy chest out loud and proud, and the cowl still on. 

That is not his final act, it simply can’t be based on pure inception of what he is and 
what he does. He’s fighting a war on crime. He’s fighting a war against the worst of 
the human spirit, something we have in ever growing droves. At what point would 
Batman ever feel like he’d won? Which case is big enough that when it ends so does 
he? 

Batman will keep fighting until his cartilage is all gone, his knees have exploded. He’ll 
wear himself down to a broken nub and still be trying. There is no Bat Retirement 
Plan. There is only a slow drill into and below the batcave into your batgrave. 

And, really, isn’t that what’s fascinating about Batman? And ultimately is freeing 
about him? Maybe he doesn’t always have to win. Maybe he won’t always win, but we 
know he’ll get back up, and sometimes win, until eventually he doesn’t. 

Maybe the certainty of Batman’s bitter end isn’t in the how, or from whom, but really 
just the when. When would comics have the balls to truly can Batman, in the most 
wholistic and complete way, and make it stick? When do we see the final bell toll for 
this noir? Because every time we put it off we just dilute the whole story. Batman 
should be this longform noir where he slowly burns out in real time and then he 

 



eventually slumps over, dying the way he lived, exhausted and knowing it was 
coming. 

This is a big part of what makes Frank Miller’s THE DARK KNIGHT RETURNS so 
fascinating. We open with Batman retired, or believing he can be. But then he gets 
pulled back in. Because of course he does. And right there we have his eternal 
problem. He’s always going to want to get back into the game, or at least feel like he 
must. There’s nothing that escapes his eye forever and so you know he’ll be back into 
the rib busting business as soon as he can muster, which is exactly what we see. An 
aged Batman fights against the tide of time and man and every step, every punch, it’s 
all his decision. It’s all his fault. 

And by story’s end, Batman is in the grave. But even that’s not the end. 

The more Batman you read and you start to believe that his noir cycle is one that will 
never end. That’s the worst part about it and him and what he does. If he was 
slaughtered tomorrow at least he’d get some rest. But to dance with the ouroboros for 
all time and never ever end, well, that’s just going to frustrate him and break him and 
tire him but he’ll never choose to step out of the way. 

A shame he’s a comic character because the medium is driven by perpetual narrative 
conflict, there are no true resolutions ever and all Batman needs is even a false 
resolution but he’ll never get it. He’ll be fighting for generations and that is his true 
noir ending in perpetuity forever and ever, amen. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

BATMAN was created by Bill Finger and Bob Kane in DETECTIVE COMICS #27 
from DC Comics in May 1939. 

For the record, my favourite Batman is hairy chested, shirt off, cowl on, in the desert. 

  

 



015 
THE VENGEFUL VIRGIN 

 
I’d never heard of Gil Brewer before. I found the Hard Case Crime copy of THE 
VENGEFUL VIRGIN in a discount bin for $5 and snapped it up mostly on the quality 
of the publisher, as well as a little on the title. Salacious pulp titles are better than 
Cards Against Humanity every single time. 

The cover copy told me Brewer had also written “SATAN IS A WOMAN,” and a quote 
from Anthony Boucher, from The New York Times, informed me what I held in my 
hands was “A Cainlike story of greed, sex and murder, culminating in retributive 
horror worthy of Jim Thompson.” Bold words and so it was on tipping point to reach 
apex of my ‘to read’ pile and Bill Pronzini’s quote slid the nail in my coffin with ease 
as he said “[Brewer] produced some of the most compelling noir softcover originals 
of the 1950s.” 

Yes, I was excited. And, yes, the book completely lives up to all of this hype. 

The book opens with Jack Ruxton meeting Shirley Angela as he comes to perform 
some repairs and alterations to the house she lives in where she cares for her flagging 
stepfather. Naturally, a plan is hatched to dispatch of the old man and abscond with 
his bountiful dollars. Because that’s what two pretty young things consider when the 
passion and the fury takes over. They think they sniff a happily ever after because the 
lust fuels a whiff of satisfaction right now. They cannot keep their hands off each 
other and yet Ruxton still thinks, “I knew I’d never get enough of her. She was 
straight out of hell.” 

 



He’s letting himself be led down, and why not? A short fall is better than the long flat 
most people face for their whole life. 

So the plan is set but the execution takes a long time. They have too much time to 
think and worry and ponder. The tension builds, the opportunities to bail out mount. 
But neither stirs. They are dedicated to the path, this is premeditated murder in the 
first degree. Even when a nosey neighbour and Ruxton’s jealous and drunk ex stick 
their heads in the way, they find them pummeled back. There is no stopping this 
plan, there is no hesitancy in their desire. There is no hurdle too complex even when 
it’s more murder. 

In the hustle of a possible discovery, Shirley stabs the neighbour, Mayda, in the back, 
killing her. They’re in for a penny, so they’re in for a pound, but weaseling out of this 
trap proves the kind of mental undoing that would destroy lesser people on the spot. 
Ruxton takes the body and decides to dispose of it in some nearby water. Ruxton 
enters into the messy business of staging her alleged death by driving her car around 
at night in the hopes it’ll be seen, and then slamming it into the canal. This sets up a 
car crash/drowning, but to account for the knife wound, he turns it into an accident 
wound by busting off a piece of the convertible soft-top housing and jamming the 
steel into the open wound. It’s gruesome business and the kind that doesn’t sell your 
soul so much as shred it up and feed it to the dogs. The three-headed kind who are 
waiting for you at your next stop. 

Once you’ve gone that extra step, you don’t deserve any kind of happily ever after you 
were aiming for. And Ruxton certainly doesn’t get it. The deed is done but things 
begin to go shaky, his resolve is wobbly, the paranoia sets in. He diverts, steals a gun, 
he’s making all the wrong moves, and well knows it, but doesn’t really know how else 
to play it. He’s made big moves but in this world he’s not a big mover, he’s a guy who 
installs electronic equipment. He’s a nobody with delusions of money, promised him 
by some girl he barely knows, and which legally may be problematic even before then 
[due to obscure inheritance laws and rules, or so he’s told]. It all looks sour. 

What follows is a frantic conversation between these blood cross’d lovers. He’s 
panicking, she’s a little fawny and clueless, and between them the errors and tension 
are thicker than a bank vault wall. The volleyed dialogue tears you through the pages 
and your heart starts to race with them. Brewer certainly knows how to make people 
yap and have it mirror the tone of the narrative at that point - seductive, frantic, 
suspicious. 

The most fascinating aspect of the whole book is not that killing an old man is a risky 
move, or covering up another woman’s murder is a bold and terrible thing to do, it’s 
that these things are not Ruxton’s downfall. He’s lost from the very first line of the 
book because that’s when he meets Shirley. She is a girl with passion, a girl who 

 



draws you in, but ultimately she’s a girl who draws you down because she’s 
considerably unhinged due to this abundance of passion. 

Ruxton knows this all along but he sweeps it away, partly for the lust, mostly for the 
money. But in the end, this decision is his undoing as Shirley becomes fixated on 
Ruxton’s previous girl, Grace, who hounds Ruxton and so Shirley starts imagining 
how he is playing her under the guidance of another woman. Shirley gets bad ideas in 
her head and cannot shake them. In fact, she inflates them constantly and in the final 
sequence of the book she gets loaded on whiskey and expands her problem big 
enough to engulf them both. 

Brewer illustrates an image of Shirley, wielding Ruxton’s gun [because it was his 
choice to introduce a weapon to this venture and so naturally it will come right back 
in his face], stark naked in front of a fireplace. A raging fireplace. A scene of over 
$340,000 in bills going up in smoke. She stands there and she screams insanity at 
Ruxton and then she shoots him dead. Dropping to kneel next to him, she then takes 
her own life. 

Only Ruxton doesn’t die, and he’s stuck, almost paralysed, watching her commit 
suicide, the money turning to ash before him, and then watching as the police do 
eventually track him down and take him in. He wishes he was dead, it would all be 
easier, but it’s more painful if he’s left to go to trial, to wait it out, and to eventually 
burn at the hands of others. It’s a fait accompli but he has to feel the dread 
anticipation, he can’t escape it. When you think it would’ve just been easier to die, 
you know you are below rock bottom. And he knows he has no one else to blame. 

Gil Brewer writes a phenomenally on point description to start a chapter and it 
summarises Ruxton’s core problem, as well as standing as a lovely way to describe 
noir in its entirety. 

“Doom. You recognize Doom easily. It’s a feeling and a taste, and it’s black, and it’s 
very heavy.” 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

THE VENGEFUL VIRGIN was written by Gil Brewer and published by Crest Books 

in 1958, though you’ll now find a new paperback copy published by Hard Case Crime. 

 



016 
David Cronenberg's THE FLY 

 
Is there anything more noir than the mad scientist? 

The definition of hubris, they are nearly always their own downfall. And why? Drive, 
determination, a sense they should and can do good but eventually the world won't 
let them. Physics won't let them. And they know this. Because they are smart, but 
they push on anyways. 

Maybe mad scientists are driven by hope. By faith. Natural breaking points of the 
scientific mind. 

In 1986, David Cronenberg was tasked with remaking a very pulpy old horror flick 
that was iconic but definitely goofy to its core. The original tale of a scientist 
swapping heads with a fly is a silly concept, in both ethereal thought as well as final 
execution, but redrafting it through the body horror lens of Cronenberg was pure 
genius. I'd like to believe it was producer Mel Brooks who thought to approach the 
Canadian master of nasty shocks. 

Yes, THAT Mel Brooks. 

So Cronenberg came in and the result is a movie that swerves very far away from 
camp and becomes a parable about the AIDS generation that's both disgustingly 
ghastly and ferociously terrifying while also being a heartbreak of decimating 
proportions. 

You can probably thank Jeff Goldblum for making Seth Brundle, Mad Scientist M.D. 
the perfect foil for himself in this flick. When Goldblum is charming he is world 

 



devouring and we instantly connect with Brundle. He is sweet and kooky and 
disastrously intelligent. He is a perfect storm for which Veronica Quaife will fall into 
and we buy it in every moment because we fall there, too. 

This noir is exceptional because Brundle isn't hard boiled, Quaife isn't a femme 
fatale, and the world they inhabit is one hopeful and we watch it stripped of hope. 

It is all very very real, which isn't something you'd assume would come to mind for 
this remake if you were there before it landed. 

Teleportation technology is at Brundle's fingertips and with it so close he has to push 
on. Many would slow down on the accelerator when they find true love but Brundle is 
the kind of scientist who was initially married to science and he was never going to 
divorce. He could have extremely passionate women on the side but this is his path. 
And that sense of being locked in is what makes everything that follows feel so locked 
in. 

The moment the fly enters the transportation pod with Brundle we get that sense of 
dramatic noir where we know it's all going to play out one way and then we have to 
struggle through watching Brundle try to swerve off this deadly track with no luck. 
And we quietly observe Quaife watch the whole journey, trapped in the boot, and we 
can only hope she survives the crash we know Brundle won't. 

As Brundle starts to change due to his melding with the fly, he has hope. He 
documents these changes and sees the positive side. The strength, the ability just to 
engage with such mad science. He is abuzz. We all know what happens when you 
meddle with the unknown. You get radiation poisoning. You destroy Japanese cities. 
You fall and everything about you, everything with you, all that you do it for, is 
strapped to you and so it falls also. 

And Brundlefly, as he becomes, falls hard. His body changes in good ways that soon 
crest into horrific jokes on the physical form. His skin cracks, his system adjusts, and 
it's never anything but destructive to him. To the man. 

Through it all, Quaife loves him, and tries to help. She isn't just out for herself, she 
isn't going to walk. Love is the strongest tie that binds through noir. The second is 
lust. And they went from one to the other and now their fall is joined. His is to fall 
and hers is to watch. 

Veronica comes to discover she is pregnant to Brundle and cannot be certain when 
they conceived. Though a dream sequence where Veronica is in a birthing suite and 
Cronenberg himself acting as the gynecologist produces a grotesque larvae from her 
loins is something that makes you certain she is in her own noir spiral, but it’s a 
wider angle, and it’s a slower velocity, but it’ll get her too and now she knows it. 

 



By film's end, we all know it's coming. Brundlefly is done, he's a biological wasteland 
of possible science turned into probable death. He tries to drag Veronica into one 
final teleportation, to join him, and when it goes awry he is left off even more 
damage, a man-fly thing shedding flesh and humanity as he melds with the telepod 
itself. The result a techno-organic disaster that it should have seen coming but it kept 
on dipping back into the inky well as if the cause of the problem would suddenly 
affect a solution. 

Finally, the ever hopeful brain of Brundle has finally given up. He's beaten. But he 
doesn't want to drag anything or anyone else down with him. He has done enough in 
his quest for more and now, in his final moments and acts, he wants to do less. Less 
damage. 

He grabs the barrel of the shotgun Veronica holds and aims it at his head and it's 
hideous which only serves to make it more heart rending. He takes himself off and his 
noir fall ends in a wet thud. 

The kicker of a noir coda is that Quaife is indeed still tethered. She is pregnant, and 
we don't even need to see it play out, we know it's not the happy ending anyone 
would ask for. It's the noir of uncertainty, which can and will plague you until you die 
[or a sequel stars your child - shout out to Eric Stoltz]. 

And all because we want to rise up, we fall so low and hard. Brundlefly is an example 
of how drive is good but the directions we choose are more important. THE FLY is a 
beautiful elegy of caution, forever caution. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

THE FLY was directed by David Cronenberg from a script by Charles Edward Pogue 
and Cronenberg and was released by 20th Century Fox in 1986, based somewhat on 
the short story from George Langelaan with the same title published in ‘Playboy’ in 
1957, which itself was adapted to film in 1958. 

There was a sequel and I very specifically didn’t write about it. 

David Cronenberg has long hinted at making a ‘sidequel’ movie set in this world. At 
present, it has yet to surface. 

  

 



017 
RICK REMENDER IS NOIR 

 
The great artists create an oeuvre of theme over time. You step back, you look at so 
much of what they’ve done, and you realise they’ve been attacking an idea or a 
problem for years in a variety of ways and genres. Then you get to build contrast and 
connections between projects, and understand how the times reflect the work, and 
hopefully build a longform thesis about their work. 

It recently struck me that Rick Remender has been building a mega-tome of noir built 
on the bad decisions of dumb/stupid/angry/confused/sad men. It’s rare the world 
conspires against Remender’s finest, but it is often these men pollute the surrounding 
environment with the toxicity they harbour inside. In the end, we see masculinity as a 
problem not a cure. In the end, it’s always about hard choices. 

FEAR AGENT is the OG masterpiece for Remender in this vein. Drawing from years 
of ‘lads sci fi’ from vintage EC titles like WEIRD SCIENCE and WEIRD FANTASY, 
and classic Jack Davis/Wally Wood-style iconography of the square-jawed spacepack 
hero who solved problems and shot death rays in the future, Heath Huston is a lead 
character who encapsulates all the manly qualities men have. He drinks, he swears, 
he punches, he’s recalcitrant; he’s a loveable rogue, and he quotes Samuel Clemens 
constantly, to boot. He’s the epitome of the hardened male hero who is flawed but 
who still does good through gritted teeth. 

And yet Huston so rarely feels like a hero. Not in any real heroic sense. 

He’s dumb, brash, frustrating, and his past holds a multitude of sins where he’s been 
the problem in the equation. The biggest reveal of this is when we look into his past, 

 



when an alien invasion has hit Earth, and the consequences are bloody and violent, 
and Huston strikes back at the Dressite empire by going through a wormhole and 
delivering an explosive payload to their homeworld that decimates trillions of their 
kind. But instead of fighting the good fight, we come to see all he did was wipe out 
civilians and innocents, and children, who had nothing to do with the war as the 
Dressite military was already acting separately from their home world orders. 

Heath Huston is an intergalactic terrorist, and that’s just one of his many problems. 
He’s estranged from his wife - because of course she wants distance from this 
fleshbomb of morose failure - and he starts to make time with a new lady, Mara. But 
it’s complicated. In fact, it’s downright hard work. And when he’s caught in a 
pressure locker situation where she wants to kill a man but Heath feels that might not 
be the finest tactic - despite his prior transgressions - her victim gets the jump and 
kills Mara right in Heath’s arms. And Heath damn well knows he let it happen. Why? 
Because he’s a piece of human shit, basically. It’s more complicated than that, human 
pieces of shit most often are, but at its core, Heath is walking rubbish. He’s refuse, 
he’s trash, and while he has his place and his purpose he’s mostly just stinking up the 
place. 

It’s always fascinating to peer into what makes a man so hollow and Heath tells his 
ex, Charlotte, and we get to hear the ethos of the damned. Heath recounts a tale that 
gives him another jot of fighting spirit and the tl;dr of it is this: 

A man lives a hectic modern lifestyle, works his ass off, is a walking ulcer with worry 
and stress and seemingly gets no rewards - the wife and son barely cast an eye his 
way, the wheel turns day in and out and he’s not getting off. So, eventually the man 
dies, and he’ll barely be missed, and so we place into context all that worry and stress 
because in the end, what the fuck does it matter? It’s a sad mindset to stumble upon 
but it has a nihilistic freedom to it that’s like a cool breeze across your face. 

And it’s not like Heath isn’t cognisant of his mindset and worldview. At the end of a 
surprisingly successful mission, he lays back with a pretty lady and thinks, “Can’t 
remember the last time I felt this good. / Then again… / ...I can’t remember the last 
time I’d done anything to give me reason to.” 

And he hasn’t done much, but it’s nothing to fret about either. Because the world 
provides, the whole mess endures, and you make a blip on the landscape and try to 
have fun as you do it. So what if trillions of Dressites die because of your mistakes? 

It should then go without saying that the whole series ends in death. Poignant, 
truthful, and completely sacrificial. In its own warped way. Heath faces his death, he 
chooses his death, and he likes to believe it’ll mean something. We would all like to 
think so. But sometimes death is just release, it’s just us finally accepting that we 
have to walk away from our mess. Death is the end and carry ourselves high or not, 

 



save the day or ruin it, it comes to us or we come to it and then that’s it. Our spiral 
has a finite end point and we disappear in that apex. 

From this titanic creator owned effort at exploring such heady issues through sci fi, it 
seemed a perfect fit that Remender would go on to infuse such morality and social 
discussion into his cape comics at Marvel. First up would be the Punisher and it 
seems obvious but we get one hell of a level up. 

Frank Castle watched his family die and so he spends the rest of his life fighting crime 
as the Punisher. It’s a simple and clear origin story. So where do you go from there? 
It’s clear the guy has chosen his path, he’s resigned to a lifetime of blood, and he’s a 
very noir character in this self-defeating sense of the term. 

But there is always that one aspect that was not Frank’s choice, that was taken out of 
his hands, and that was the death of his family. The Hood, underground criminal 
scumbag, resurrects Frank’s family but he can’t accept it. He can’t accept that this 
version of them is real, but he also can’t accept what this would mean to him, what it 
would make him, and where it would take him. So he sets his newly returned family 
on fire and he stays the path. 

Frank Castle will always be the Punisher. Until he dies. Which is the only way it ends. 
Proven by Remender shortly after this as Daken [Wolverine’s son] battles Castle, 
soundly defeats him, and then slices his body apart before decapitating him. In a 
world of titanic superpowers, of course Frank meets his end outmanned and cut to 
shit with his body dumped in an alleyway. Daken even comments on how Frank 
seems settled in this course. Possibly even relieved. Because walking the downward 
spiral is hard and long and reaching the destination is relief. 

However, this is the Marvel Universe and death is never the end. And so we are 
blessed with pulp tales of the Franken-Castle for as long as it takes for the inevitable 
reboot to occur because in the Marvel U time is a flat circle, and you maybe hopefully 
pick up something new on each spin. When written by Remender, it’s usually a 
darker layer in which to trap your problems and hold them closer to your chest. 
Frank simply chooses to get straight back on that noir trail, killing criminals, fighting 
until he dies. Because true noir means you won’t even learn the lesson. 

When given the opportunity to populate a new team for a new book titled UNCANNY 
X-FORCE, Remender grabbed his usual bag of tricks for compressing inner turmoil 
and giving it dwarf star matter. And let’s just pause to realise that Remender took an 
X-book, a book of mutants and spandex and all that fun crazy and turned it into a 
deep exploration of toxic relationships and noir spirals and what it takes to choose 
the worst things imaginable for perceived gain elsewhere while suffering insane 
internal blows to your soul. 

 



And when I say he did this with an X-book, I mean he did this with Deadpool. And 
Wolverine, oh so well with Wolverine. And a guy with metal wings. 

The central problem in the UXF world is the decaying [and I mean rotting] 
relationship between Archangel and Psylocke. But it’s also a team book, so the frame 
for further drama is there. 

The hook comes in the resolution of the opening arc, THE APOCALYPSE 
SOLUTION. The team have stumbled across a new incarnation of Apocalypse and so 
they go in guns blazing. And they find their target. Who is indeed the reincarnation of 
one of the worst and most hostile X-villains of all time. But this time they’ve come 
early and he’s still a boy. So, what do you do? 

If you know you’re a noir character, and you’re most likely actively choosing to go to 
hell, well, you shoot that kid square in the head. Which is exactly what team rogue 
Fantomex does, and the rest of the team vacillate in how to respond, but they all 
kinda let it happen and accept it once it’s done. It might weigh on their minds but it 
isn’t a stone cold deal breaker for them as a team. 

Every single damn character in this book is broken. 

And it seems the multi-arc mega-story is designed to see if the creators can get the 
characters to grind up their own broken pieces into dust. Except for Deadpool, who is 
insane, and so he’s given a redemption hero arc which is just smashingly on point. 

Psylocke is forced to kill her love. Wolverine is forced to kill his son. Fantomex takes 
a cloned version of Apocalypse and tries to raise him in isolation to prove that 
nurture can overcome nature. That you can not choose a noir ending as much as you 
do choose one. So far, Fantomex’s experiment might be right but the kid, Evan, is still 
a kid and this means comics has a long time ahead of it to ruin his spirit, and you 
kind of know they will, and thus the noir prophecy will be fulfilled. This is a bold 
attempt to feel hopeful but in the end you can see Remender is leaving this ticking 
timebomb of noir and it’s almost certain to go off and we just have to wait long 
enough. 

Having ‘choice’ be the driving narrative force in UXF means the way characters 
choose to dirty their hands holds even greater weight. These downfalls are all very 
conscious, and often justified by the person, but having a reason doesn’t mean you 
aren’t still falling and falling. 

After bringing noir to the cape game, Remender returns it to its roots on the creator 
owned streets. In a bid to quit writing superheroes, Remender launched some new 
books at Image and two of them are still ongoing but strike a deep masculine noir 
vein through their troubled and problematic leads. 

 



BLACK SCIENCE is a straight up homage to the old EC sci fi books of old, and it’s a 
great effort at doing just that. It posits a family, and some extras, jumping from 
dimension to dimension without control of where they’ll go or for how long. The 
fantastical high concept is superb as it means new locales, varied theatres of war, and 
a chance to shake things up in almost every way at least every arc. 

But deep down, below the surface, BLACK SCIENCE is about responsibility, and male 
stupidity, infidelity, and the difficulty of family. In short, it’s brutally brilliant. 

Grant McKay is a scientist who discovers a way to travel between dimensions. So of 
course he lets his kids anywhere near the device capable of such malarkey. This alone 
tells me he’s not serious about being a true man or any kind of hero. He’s careless and 
thoughtless and ultimately quite less of a person. And it’s nearly always because of his 
mistakes and faults. 

The book’s narrative follows Grant, and his kids, his bodyguard, and a few other 
scientists attached to the project as well as their payrolling financial backer as they 
look to survive within each interdimensional stop. Yes, it’s like EC comics mashed up 
with SLIDERS - and, yes, that’s very very good as an outcome. 

As the story unfolds, different characters step to the fore and we discover more about 
them. They become three-dimensional and we usually find new ways and reasons to 
care while also watching a handful of them die. The wanton death of characters is 
used to elicit response from readers very well in this book. You can never get 
comfortable and the excitement of this stems from the fact it’s often the characters 
making a poor, or noble, choice to end their own story so that those of others can 
continue in earnest. 

At the centre, stands Grant and we see he’s a shitty parent, a failing scientist, and he’s 
been having an affair with one of his co-workers and it all comes to light as the story 
peels back. This unfortunate situation of the Pillar breaking and them all being sent 
hopping through time and space isn’t what has ruined his life. He was doing that just 
fine on his own well before this erratic and dangerous trip began. Grant could have 
been a plumber and he would have ruined everything he had amassed. 

BLACK SCIENCE isn’t about this high concept sci fi insanity, it’s about what happens 
to the characters when placed inside this gonzo crucible. It’s about seeing exactly why 
they are choosing to walk down the path. Although there are many more attempts at 
redemption in this comic, and it perhaps could be a sign of Remender aging, 
maturing. Or it could just be the fact the series is ongoing and Remender wants to 
build things up before he starts tearing them down. 

However, a comic certainly not stemming from mature age is DEADLY CLASS, 
wherein Marcus Lopez is a teenager in the 1980s who gains entry to a school for 
assassins. And yet we spend little time in the actual school, following the lessons, 

 



because it’s far more intriguing, and sometimes titillating, to watch teenagers skip 
class and do an assortment of dumb things. Especially when many of those things are 
orchestrating their very demise. 

Remender has stated strongly that much of the story grows from anecdotes he 
journalled when he was a teen. This is real life true stories of how to be a shithead 
and not get further in life and then it’s just given the ever so slightly tweaked adjust to 
fit the hyped up murder of the book’s setting. Even though many readers have 
assumed some moments/scenarios are made up for the book, Remender has said in 
the back matter/letters pages that you’d be shocked at how many things/moments 
actually haven’t been changed. Which is scary and exhilarating when you think about 
it. 

Every teenager’s life [well, maybe every male teenager’s] is a noir tale. They make the 
worst choices, they don’t care, and they all pretty much end up in a hellhole of their 
own design. But then they hit their twenties and redemption can be considered. 
Sometimes. 

In DEADLY CLASS, Remender shows the internal workings that go about 
establishing deeply held beliefs and ways to self-sabotage. Marcus is a pissy little guy, 
and he’s just as passionately pissy about killing someone as he is about slaying the 
wrong dragon to get to the princess, if you feel me. Every decision in his life is the 
worst and the hardest because it maybe quite literally is, at that point in time. To look 
at adolescence through that lens, that noir breeding ground of hatred and stupidity is 
genius because noir is built from such an emotional base, and teenage emotions are 
like erratic bursts of light stemming from fourth dimensional flowers [they make no 
sense and are most likely dangerous to us all]. 

For my money, I think DEADLY CLASS is the best thing on the shelves at present, 
and I absolutely know the end of Marcus Lopez’s tale is going to tear a hole in 
space/time with the deep gravity of it all, and I know I’ll blame Marcus for every 
moment of it all. 

Tracking the noir of Remender over the many years shows us an appreciation for 
aligning the right character for the piece, and how noir can appear in any setting or 
genre. It’s also endlessly fascinating to see how the broken characters often hide their 
noir behind male bravado, or the excuse that they’re doing something higher, like 
responsibility is an excuse to wear yourself out. There’s a terrible lesson to it all but 
rarely does Remender offer his stories and lead characters as templates for how to 
live your life. These are cautionary tales, about different men, at different ages, on 
different places, all facing the same problem. And all struggling with it. 

But it’s the admission you have a problem that’s the first step. The overcoming of it 
comes later, and never without. 

 



 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

Rick Remender was forged by a punk band from leftover parts, I assume. 

FEAR AGENT was created by Tony Moore and Rick Remender, with heavy lifting 
from Jerome Opena. It launched at Image Comics in 2005 but then transitioned to 
Dark Horse Comics in 2007. 

You can buy two gloriously large and dense and beautiful Library Edition Hardcovers 
that collect the whole FEAR AGENT story. YOu can do that, and you totally should. 

UNCANNY X-FORCE was a slightly tweaked reboot of a mash up of old X-Ideas 
gathering dust at Marvel in 2010 by Jerome Opena and Rick Remender. This run 
lasted for 35 issues and is easily one of the best things Marvel published in this 
decade. Hell, it’s one of the best things published in this decade by anyone anywhere. 

BLACK SCIENCE was created by Matteo Scalera and Rick Remender in 2013 through 
Image Comics. 

DEADLY CLASS was created by Wes Craig and Rick Remender in 2014 through 
Image Comics. It was my favourite comic in 2015. It’s also the first recommendation I 
give anyone when they ask for great new comics they should get stuck into.  

  

 



018 
BONNIE + CLYDE 

 
CRIME DOESN’T PAY is an old crime comic they used to put out and in it the 
criminals always had to come unstuck, or usually flat out die, just so the book wasn’t 
glorifying crime and criminals and fuelling a whole generational shift to just taking 
what we want because that Baby Boomer work ethic surely wasn’t going to stick, 
right? 

It’s a pretty weird thing to consider such a mandate as if media has a totality of 
causation when it comes to making people do things. If so, why don’t a large majority 
of people live happily ever after like all the stories have told us will happen in the last 
few hundred years?  

And every censor got it wrong anyway because while the comics caper of ensuring we 
only showed criminals biting the dust in the end would somehow lead to a positive 
lesson being learnt was no doubt done in earnest it was also all surely undone by one 
simple flick. 

Y’see, in BONNIE + CLYDE, the eponymous criminals are really not happy, they’re 
not very good at what they purport to do [“We rob banks!” they love to exclaim more 
than ever prove], and in the end they die in a rain of gunfire. Their story ends in that 
black warning of death and along the way we even see sexual dysfunction as Clyde 
struggles to be able to perform for the ever-willing Bonnie. The whole affair is 
actually quite cringe-worthy to observe and yet I can’t imagine this flick was the 
deterrent many old school hardliners might have hoped. 

Why? 

 



Well, there’s this little mental glitch whereby Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty are 
just so goddamn good looking that this big cross country mess still comes off as 
glamorous well before we consider the sad and silly and deplorable aspects. Dunaway 
wears this hat and she’s gorgeous. The fact she’s crippled by some low self-esteem 
and is clearly self-destructive is forgotten as we see her make holding a gun in a photo 
look badass. 

Because the dirty little secret is that people will often make poor choices if they are 
going to look good along the way. Send them a hint of a promise at looking fantastic 
or mysteriously alluring or straight up sexy and people start trampling over the 
people they love just to line up to fall down. This is why noir works because we often 
do know it’s the wrong choice but we make it anyway for the immediate gratification. 
We trade off the outcome in the hope of living in the moment. Or we probably just 
know 9 out of 10 people will look back and still think it was all worth it for those 
glorious minutes. 

It’s why crime isn’t short on customers. It’s a gamble, maybe you won’t get caught, 
but if you do maybe it’ll be worth it. You watch Bonnie and Clyde do their thing, 
pushing each other further and further into the bank robbery game until there’s 
nothing left but to double down, or so they feel. There are always options but the 
truth is they start to like it, and they see the end coming so that’s all the more reason 
to seize the moments because they are now a finite commodity. You’re not going to 
waste what little you have left feeling regret or remorse or just plain boredom. 

Noir means you went in for a penny and now you’re down for a pound. 

Warren Beatty plays that idiotic truth perfectly as he constantly bounces from one 
bad moment to another because he doesn’t know any other way, doesn’t trust himself 
to find a way, and so plays off owning the bad because that means he never failed at 
trying to be good. He’s an idiot, a child, and a firecracker and yet it’s all these things 
that make him so alluring. You can just as easily read his behaviour to mean easily 
pleased, spontaneous, and capable of anything. Bonnie certainly gets caught in his 
dangerous contrails and from there it’s all over for her. 

As you watch, you see why these two fall for each other so easily and while you don’t 
feel it [mostly because you are removed from the situation and so can be analytical 
without the pressure] you can instantly see why it would happen. The acting, the deft 
direction from Arthur Penn, everything brings this tale of downfall together so you 
only ever feel sad for these people. The criminals. These thugs and violent idiots. You 
feel for them, like maybe you could help them, if only they’d just help themselves a 
little. But they won’t. And in the end, you can’t look away. 

You’ll watch two people walk themselves across their nation into certain death 
because when noir is this pretty then it is not to be ignored. 

 



 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

BONNIE + CLYDE was directed by Arthur Penn from a script by David Newman and 
Robert Benton, which received some special consultation from Robert Towne. It was 
released by Warner Bros.-Seven Arts in 1967. 

019 
ULTRANOVA 

 
The way ULTRANOVA plays out and the genres it skirts and bounces off and dances 
between make it a strange beast to endure and then quantify. But before then, before 
the words and the hyperbole and the refined brain kicks in, while your lizard brain is 
still reacting and rubbing your belly from where you just got hit hard, all you can 
think is how goddamn good this comic is. 

Chris Peterson and Chris Ryzowski on art/colours over a Ryan Ferrier script deliver 
unto us, the weeping masses, a sci fi noir comic that you need to read more than 
once. And every time you imbibe it, it slams a meaty fist into another internal organ 
until there’s nothing left of you in your apartment but a black bag of mush holding a 
comic and the coroner has no idea what the hell happened. 

The intro to this story is short and straight enough. A spaceship was out to kickstart a 
dying star and when they stopped and ceased contact a one-man ship went out to 

 



ascertain the problem and lend a hand. From there, it’s a trip down into the darkness 
by the light of a giant star. 

The ship is littered with the bodies of the dead crew, all of them bludgeoned to death 
and left in pools of their own brain shards and blood. Our lead, Cale, walks through 
all this and yet doesn’t bail. That’s his first wrong move. You see a spaceship 
abandoned but for the dead bodies, you bounce. But he’s an upstanding man and 
watching someone fall because of their righteous and dutiful nature is just more 
heart-wrenching for us all. 

Once his personal ship disengages, and he is stranded, the ship reaches out to him 
through one of the dead bodies and Cale is lead to the Throne Room where one of the 
research monkeys seemingly soaked up the star’s version of the Quickening and 
became an extension construct of the celestial body and now is looking to scatter 
itself into the cosmos with the demise of the star that will wipe out billions of 
lifeforms in its solar wake. Yup, heady goddamn stuff. 

Cale is confronted with this megascience of warped light haunting and he performs 
an exorcism of violence without a second thought and it’s this instant reaction that is 
telling when the final pages are not. The creative team leave our narrative resolution 
ambiguous, or at least they definitely do not hold your hand through the final steps, 
as we are left on the images of Cale realising he’s struck down the chimpanzee too 
late, the shield generator is destroyed, and the ultranova is about to occur. So we 
close on Cale taking the throne in front of the star’s rays and then opening his eyes to 
reveal them afire with the light of the star. 

Our intrepid hero takes the throne, he accepts the star into his brain/body/soul, he 
bonds, and with that connection he forces the star to live on. He doesn’t let it die and 
as such he saves billions of lives and he is heroic in his journey. But he is also left at 
the end of his road. He must remain bonded to the star. He makes the choice to 
sacrifice himself in a way that doesn’t end him for the greater good but rather sets 
himself up to struggle and strain for the rest of his unnatural existence for the greater 
good. 

It’s a huge call and when Cale does this he is reaching up and dragging fingers 
through the dirt of his own grave as he breathes within it. Then he’s settling in to 
stare at the inside of his coffin for what will feel an eternity and will actually be one in 
some metrics of counting. It’s brutal, self-inflicted, and utterly gorgeous. 

ULTRANOVA. Noir. Brilliant. 

 

--- 

 



 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

ULTRANOVA was created by Chris Peterson and Ryan Ferrier in 2013 through 
Challenger Comics. 

Just buy it right now while you’re thinking about it, it’s only 99c [LINK] 

020 
HANNIBAL 

 
From the outset, you know you are watching two broken guys circle each other 
through the chum of life until they eat each other. And in doing so eat themselves. 
Which they’ll do slowly so they can continue to spiral down and down until they drill 
into the bedrock of the human spirit. 

But Will Graham and Hannibal Lecter aren’t the only things plotting their own 
demise, there’s another man. And each week he laboriously carved out his name on a 
tombstone until it read BRYAN FULLER. 

The above might be slight dramatic hyperbole, but there’s no doubt Fuller - who 
created the TV version of events - gave zero fucks when it came to anyone else’s 
thoughts or vision on this show. The fact it got cancelled after three seasons is 
heartbreaking but the opposite fact that it lasted such a goodly timeframe is insane. 
We are left with a perfect storm of longform storytelling, character dissection 
[sometimes literally], and a unique vision that could never last but would always burn 
brighter than it would exponentially. 

 

https://www.comixology.com/Ultranova/digital-comic/56733


And I’ll admit, I didn’t care about this show when it was announced, nor when it 
launched. Really, who the hell wanted or needed more Hannibal Lecter in their life? 
I’d read the books - right up until HANNIBAL when Thomas Harris somehow forgot 
how to write human people or dialogue - and I’d seen the movies. The RED DRAGON 
novel was adapted twice for the big screen so to hear it would get the small screen 
treatment filled me with nothing but rock solid meh. 

But then I watched the first episode anyway. My daughter was born, and seemingly 
allergic to sleep, so I’d pace the house with her on my chest and eventually I stumbled 
across the show in some late night programming. I was like a slab of meat in a freezer 
- I was hooked and chilled. From here on, I looked forward to my daughter acting the 
midnight loon. I was all in on this show I never knew could touch me like this. The 
tone of the show, the style of the narrative, the class of the experience won me over. 

Hell, with the way I was watching it, the whole performance was even improved. I 
was bleary-eyed, disoriented, a little emotional, and pretty unsure what was awake 
reality or dream fugue just due to the lack of sleep so all of that made the viewing 
hold more impact because it was tenderising my subconscious and staying with me 
for days in stomach churning and unsettling ways. 

So it was with little shock to know that with something this good, it was destined to 
fail. 

By the end of the first season, you got that uneasy feeling this couldn’t last. The show 
was horrific, grotesque, erudite. It was the sort of thing that would grossly turn away 
many while so desperately appealing to the few that they’d see it as a tome to study. 
But deep inside you knew this was televised suicide. There was no way ABC would 
ever commit to more of this sort of thing. Antlers busting out of people, blood spilling 
like Cronenberg was at the hose, human totem poles, and the goddamn girl who 
couldn’t see faces. It wasn’t just eerie, it was graphically intense on an iconic level - 
and it’s the ones you remember that soon you’ll never forget. 

Hannibal was often shown as The Stag, a ghastly all black creature with long antlers. 
This figure haunts the show’s more visceral moments and it stands as a fine 
representation of the noir streak within Graham/Lecter as they can’t stop their 
descents. It’s heady stuff when you dig in, and there’s really no other way the show 
allows you to watch it. 

This was high literature nightmare fuel on a standard station and it could not stand. 

After that brilliant debut season, I was certain the team at HANNIBAL HQ could not 
and would not keep up this breakneck twist. If they wanted to live, they’d evolve and 
adapt. 

 



Instead, Fuller came back more determined to deliver his vision of events. He wasn’t 
going to touch much of the Harris novel for the second season either. He was going to 
spearhead a campaign of horror and brutality unlike most shows would ever dare to 
envision, but he wouldn’t do it in a slasher manner to appeal to the gore crowd, 
instead he’d couch it all in delicious scenery and delicate interplay, so we would never 
forget this was a character study. A goddamn character study, right to the end. It’s a 
ballsy move and one that also failed them in the end, as was perhaps their design. 

William Graham says this a lot as he inspects crime scenes through the eyes of the 
killer. “This is my design.” It’s a phrase that soon brings a hollow gut whenever you 
hear it because you know you are about to see the kind of act that lays waste to brains 
and innocence. And the phrase works for the ethos of the show, also. Everything, 
every piece of fabric worn, every intricate death tableau, every camera angle, every 
choice to harder knock the wind from your torso was all by the design of Fuller and 
his team. And they would not ever yield. 

There’s something perfect about the opening sequence of Season 2 where we are 
dropped in media res to observe Hannibal Lecter and FBI’s Jack Crawford fighting to 
the death in the future and then we spend the season building up to that moment. 
Because a sense of impending dread and death is exactly what the show needs 
looming over it. You have to feel the tension, in your jaw, across your shoulders, as 
you wait each week to uncover more of the jigsaw that builds to two of the lead 
characters attempting to destroy each other. 

Season 2 is one long and large noir spiral because both characters want this 
resolution. They need the conflict to come, no matter the personal cost physically and 
mentally. It appears that each gets the upper hand at times, but realistically they are 
both sinking. Each relying more on the other in a toxic symbiotic relationship that 
finally comes to a head in the third and final season. A season I didn’t expect to exist 
and I’m not certain how Fuller made it happen. But damned if I’m not over the moon 
that he did. 

In Season 3, HANNIBAL doubles down on what it is. Dr Lecter goes to Europe, Will 
Graham all but openly pines for him. There is no jumping on point, no easy access. 
Even if you’ve watched every episode, you still need to pay attention. Fuller knows 
the show is going to die and he doesn’t care. In fact, I am certain if the show took off 
and got 6 seasons, it would have become rubbish. Though let’s all be real and 
acknowledge that Fuller never would have let that happen, he would have kept 
pushing the boundaries until they had to take him off the air. As it was, the baby in 
the pig in S3 is a moment where I paused and thanked the many lords above that I 
hadn’t tricked my wife into watching this show with me because I’d now be divorced. 

By the final sequence, you are watching two people descend and you realise this has 
all been about them doing it together. Neither wants to fall alone because they plan to 

 



embrace, literally, into the very final plummet. As they hack and tear at Francis 
Dolarhyde, the Great Red Dragon, and his blood spills and his life flickers out, this is 
a noir crash of violence as a sex scene. Hell, it’s more personal and passionate than 
much of the fornication you see in media these days. This is the noir crescendo as 
orgasm, complete with post-cuddle, and then the curtain fades. In short, it’s brilliant 
and is so wonderfully satisfying that Fuller and co were able to wrap the show up with 
such a thematic and beautiful send off. Graham and Lecter choose their end and it’s 
satisfying for us as well as them. It’s a release of the tension of trying to be anything 
but their worst. 

As rich as the tapestry of the story is, you’d need a separate book to do it true justice, 
so instead let’s celebrate the fact Bryan Fuller wanted to ensure the process of making 
the show itself was a noir tale. And every creative decision was a definitive stake in 
the ground that this was their design. 

Late in the game, Hannibal says: “Have you ever seen blood in the moonlight, Will? It 
appears quite black.” 

And that’s exactly what the lifeblood of the show was and for three glorious years we 
all stood in the moonlight and felt the energy consume us as it pulled us all down, 
down. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

HANNIBAL was created for television by Bryan Fuller, based on the novels by 
Thomas Harris, and most specifically RED DRAGON, published in 1981 by G.P. 
Putnams. The show ran from 2013-2015. 

You can access every single tv script for all 3 seasons of the show at [LINK] - and it is 
well worth your time to investigate, imbibe, and enjoy. 

 

 

  

 

http://livingdeadguy.com/shows/hannibal/


021 
CRIME FACTORY MAGAZINE 

 
Deep in the south of Melbourne, where the seediest denizens of the criminal hatchery 
crack open their shells and come out to play, there is a renaissance publisher of fine 
crime goods that you are going to need to familiarise yourself with. 

Meet Crime Factory Publications, you’re going to get along just fine. 

Y’see, CF are the premiere Aussie collating figureheads of local noir, pulp, bravado, 
and unintelligible slurry. They publish a digital magazine called CRIME FACTORY 
and it features prose shorts, non-fic fabulousness, and reviews and news all about the 
crime genre. If you are interested, then you are certain to find this interesting. And if 
it’s cutting down trees that tickles your noir bone, then you can get your mitts on 
their short fiction collections and selections available through their site. 

But what makes CF a noir enterprise? Well, I have no doubt the puppet overlords 
currently running the show, Cameron Ashley strapped to the front of their war rig, 
are going to die sudden, soon, and broke for their efforts. Running an indie 
publishing house isn’t something you do for the happy ending, y’dig? 

But along the way, the highlights will be worth the shallow grave. 

But before we send the flag to half mast and recount their final times of trapped 
anguish and terror, let’s analyse the summits upon which they stake a flag for 
Melbournian crime appreciation and distribution. 

The semi-regular magazine is what lured me in. There’s something about a well 
designed online magazine that will always grab my attention. It fits neatly in your 

 



hand when you read it on the tablet, and you can collect a whole day’s worth. That 
fills me with joy. And this magazine is worth a day of catching up on because the 
stories are fantastic, the reviews and op/ed pieces are insightful, and the design fu on 
display is cracking. The covers especially are always a delight. 

They also put out KUNG FU FACTORY and PINK FACTORY [the underground all 
smut bonanza you don’t want your neighbours to see] and every time one of their 
publications lands, it’s cause for the shades to go down low and your brain to go into 
study mode. 

I’ve been lucky enough to contribute short fiction to them as well as a piece on BODY 
HEAT for the Pink issue and just connecting with the team and seeing the words up 
in pixel print has been enough to get me motivated and excited. 

Then CF started dabbling in anthologies and it was LEE that really grabbed me by the 
collar. A selection of prose shorts about Lee Marvin not constrained by actual canon 
or continuity. Such a rad idea I am genuinely surprised it hadn’t been done before. 
The moment I caught wind of the announcement I emailed Mr Ashley to congratulate 
him on such a fine idea and he volleyed back that they had an opening left if I’d be 
interested in writing about Lee Marvin. 

Like you even have to ask, right? 

Now the book is broken up into different times of his life where a fictional lens can 
make him a living crime icon and so I instantly shoot back to CF EiC that I’ll come 
aboard but they gotta let me write about Old Man Lee Marvin. As I’m typing that 
message, he sends me the two options available. Yeah, you know how this plays out. 

So I put together ‘1986: AND THE GUNSLINGER FOLLOWED’ wherein Lee Marvin 
races his muscle car against death. I can only hope the story is anywhere near as rad 
as it feels in my heart. It starts off as such: 

“The son of a bitch in the black Camaro had been following Lee for weeks.” 

To be contained in that collection, behind that gorgeous green cover, was a dream 
come true. But that’s not why I love Crime Factory. 

No, it’s their ethic, their dedication, their commitment to holding quality high. CF set 
about doing things the only way they should be done, goddamn well and so the only 
outcome is you holed up on the thirty-third floor of a hotel, a bottle of whiskey in 
your hand, and looking all the way down to the pavement through that sheer pane of 
ceiling-to-floor glass. Looking down and thinking. Then getting back to the damn 
Underwood because you’ve got more in you. 

If you’ve got more in you and your Underwood, then you need Crime Factory in your 
life. Enjoy. Or don’t, it’s all pretty bleak. [LINK] 

 

http://www.thecrimefactory.com/


022 
Charlton Heston's Trilogy 

 
Tracking the downfall of a person is one thing, it provides a tight narrative spiral. It's 
a clean execution. But describing the downfall of a society, now that's a trick. And a 
challenge Charlton Heston has spearheaded thrice with great success. 

It all started with those damn dirty apes. Heston plays stranded astronaut, Taylor, 
who crash lands in the future on a planet ruled by many classes of the ape family and 
where humans have been subjugated. For the poor filthy wretches of this planet, the 
downfall already occurred. So it makes sense that Heston would arrive to lead a 
revival. 

Unlike any of the other human creatures, Heston has language, and knowledge, and 
he won't be caged. He challenges the civilised society of ape culture, their rules, their 
laws, and he demands human dominance be restored. 

It's exceptionally arrogant and that kind of headstrong resolve is exactly the thing you 
need to keep pushing against all barriers to enact your own noir ending. But sadly, 
Heston is so forceful he actually ends up triggering a second noir spiral that is 
unconsidered at first but is exceptionally sour when taken on its own context. 

The tale of PLANET OF THE APES winds tight until the final sequence as Heston 
leads a group of apes into the Forbidden Zone where he reveals to himself and us that 
this planet is Earth in a far flung future and that civilisation as Heston hoped to be 
reconnected with has long been buried. He pounds the sand as the Statue of Liberty 
signals up while his heart tumbles deep deep down. This is Heston's hell, his reward 

 



for being a pioneer of the new frontier. And he's stuck in it, an outsider, alone, 
forever. 

But take pause to consider the apes. For generations they've only known one way of 
life. And now that cradle of their civilisation is shattered. Their very ordered way of 
life has been turned upside by a truth hidden from them and one they were happier 
and more functional not knowing. Things can never be the same for them and just 
because they are hirsute does not mean they won't feel this greatly. 

--- 

Heston would take a few years off from destroying societies but he would return in 
THE OMEGA MAN where he is instrumental in the downfall of humanity. This loose 
adaptation of Richard Matheson’s I AM LEGEND novel changes the downfall of 
society from a bacterial infection to instead be a result of chemical warfare. This way, 
it is man orchestrating the demise themselves. Heston plays Robert Neville, a Colonel 
in the Army and as such someone connected to this terrible event. When he gets 
infected he experiments on himself and stumbles across a vaccine, though too late to 
save the millions of people turning into albino Luddite nocturnal freaks who will all 
soon rally against the lonesome Neville who comes to represent the old ways they 
loathe so much. 

Neville spends his days wandering his city and hunting this new breed of person, 
called The Family. He has become the monster and it isn’t as if he can turn the tide 
and kill them all, and even if he did he’d be left all alone, so Neville is firmly planted 
in a futile situation. Until a woman arrives and they fall in love. Because of course you 
have time for love if it’s Heston you stumble upon. 

Through a series of stubborn events, Neville gets Lisa’s brother murdered, and her 
infected, and he still won’t play nice and so he ends the movie slumped dead in a 
fountain with a spear through his side. As a hero, this is a pretty bad run of events 
and so should instantly be clear that Neville is not any kind of hero in this story. Not 
one bit. And so he gets no happy ending. There might be a happy ending for some of 
the other characters but Neville most certainly is buried because of his own actions, 
and he no doubt keeps a rift between the very few human survivors and The Family 
because of his actions born of frustration, fear, and closed-mindedness. He is the 
epitome of male stupidity and pride and it is his ultimate downfall. And a shame he 
insists on dragging others down with him. 

--- 

There is no happy ending for THE OMEGA MAN and two years later Heston would 
make SOYLENT GREEN, a flick renowned for its horribly downbeat ending. Because 

 



in a film where people are being euthanized and food shortages are a common 
problem, there are always ways for Heston to make it all worse. 

The people of Earth face many problems but one isn’t what to eat, because Soylent 
Green is available and it’s got all the protein you need. Because of special plankton 
being farmed and turned into a wafer that’ll keep your system running. Though there 
isn’t much worth going more than a mild trot for. Society is fractured, only the 1% 
have anything of luxury - and those luxuries are things you and I take well for granted 
right now. Luxury is only convenience finessed up due to context of rareness. The 
world is a sad and small and oppressively hot place and Heston’s Detective Frank 
Thorn wants to do right. He’s investigating a murder and that rabbit hole leads him 
to a ghastly truth. 

Soylent Green is people. It’s made from corpses. And in the movie’s final moments, 
with Thorn injured, he screams it to the masses, “Soylent Green is people!” And we 
close on a freeze frame of Heston’s bloodied hand in the air. It’s a hell of a close; 
poignant, grotesque, socially prescient. 

It’s also as bleak as a week old corpse left to turn before becoming our next wafer of 
protein. 

Y’see, what’s going to actually happen next? The only two ways my brain goes is to 
reckon either Heston’s public declaration gets Soylent Green production stopped, 
robbing society of the only real affordable and functional food source they have and 
driving a new societal collapse, and probably one where people turn to straight 
cannibalism once they realise what was happening all along. In for a penny, in for a 
pound of flesh, and all that. 

Or maybe Heston changes nothing except for that he’s opened our eyes and we can’t 
just stay in our blissful ignorance of human body noshing. Every time someone 
cracks a wafer into their mouth they have to ‘know’ what they are doing. And that 
hardly seems fair. 

Though I suppose they could just toss Heston straight into the production line and 
hope no one else believes the bleeding crackpot in the streets. This narrows the scope 
of the noir ending but it also highlights that no matter how you take it, SOYLENT 
GREEN, like THE OMEGA MAN and PLANET OF THE APES before it, all portray 
tales where Heston is around to watch the downfall of man, and the end of his own 
natural life, and if we wait long enough these sucker punches could be ripped from 
our headlines so we’re looking through a lens at the brick barrier we are all speeding 
into. Hrmm. 

 

--- 

 



 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

Charlton Heston was made from rock. Hard rock. 

PLANET OF THE APES was directed by Franklin J Schaffner from a script by 
Michael Wilson and Rod Serling, adapting the novel by Pierre Boulle. It was released 
by 20th Century Fox in 1968. 

The discussion of appropriation for the screenplay is a contentious issue and there’s a 
great write up about it that’s fascinating as well as full of good writing process 
thoughts [LINK] 

You have my permission to then go on and then see all of the Ape movies. All of 
them. Because they are about walking/talking apes, they are designed to be fun 
[Note: I haven’t seen ‘all’ of them, so I might be playing God with your time 
here...eh]. 

THE OMEGA MAN was directed by Boris Sagal from a screenplay by John William 
Corrington and Joyce H. Corrington adapting I AM LEGEND by Richard Matheson. 
It was released by Warner Bros. in 1971. 

It’s not a perfect adaptation of the source material but at least it didn’t completely 
wimp out at the line like the future I AM LEGEND flick starring Will Smith. 

SOYLENT GREEN was directed by Richard Fleischer from a script by Stanley R. 
Greenberg adapting MAKE ROOM! MAKE ROOM!, a novella by Harry Harrison. It 
was released by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in 1973. 

  

 

http://www.rodserling.com/pota.htm


023 
PKD 

 
Philip K Dick knew from noir. He thought he was living in one. Conspiracy, drugs, 
self-hatred [though maybe that's just all writers but he certainly didn't always seem 
to think the most of himself, though he did respect himself in some ways], and an 
early demise. 

PKD lived as he wrote, and wrote about how he lived. Interreality noir. 

The first PKD book I ever read was A MAZE OF DEATH. I had these rad local flea 
markets in a shopping centre carpark every Sunday morning and I used to religiously 
ride in and just wander, eat some insanely good hot jam donuts, and peruse all the 
people selling old paperbacks out of last week’s broccoli bins. And this was the age 
where old sci fi pulps got the price they deserve: between 50c and maybe two bucks if 
they were superfly. 

I was about 12 and had read enough Stephen King and Clive Barker and Star Wars 
books - and I’m talking SPLINTER OF THE MIND’S EYE and the Han Solo trilogy, 
not that later extended universe stuff - to know it was time to branch out. I started 
shifting this weird stuff around, because all the other horror authors didn’t interest 
me and I found myself digging more and more sci fi flicks [ALIEN/S, BLADE 
RUNNER, THE ABYSS, THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD STILL, THE OMEGA MAN, 
PLANET OF THE APES, etc], and it was getting late in the morning. All this stuff 
looked the same, a whole mess of Heinlein, lotta Donaldson and some Bradbury, 
there was plenty I wanted but nothing I could choose. Nothing worth the two bucks. 
But then I picked up A MAZE OF DEATH and it sounded half decent, I had no idea 

 



about the author, but the price was slashed in half from a buck to 50c. It was worth 
the gamble. I picked it up and my future path was set. 

I read A MAZE OF DEATH and while it’s not PKD’s finest, it is lean, and harsh, and 
the end stuck with me like tar to your shoe. The story looks at a spaceship crew who 
go through the story all either being murdered or killing themselves and in the end 
we reset to find out they’re actually just using virtual reality to kill time as they orbit a 
dead star and are waiting to die. That kicker, that they’ll no doubt just go through all 
of this again, such anguish, such empty human rage, was something that hit me in the 
guts. Looking back, it’s like a recursive noir loop set in deep space. It’s insanely dark 
and brilliant and a very bloody good hook on which to hang yourself as an intro to 
PKD. 

I was about to become a teenager and embark on a quest for more that I am still on. 

In the early days, it was hard to find PKD books but when they arose, they were 
cheap. It felt like a worthy adventure. I go to a lot of secondhand book shops so in 
every one the first thing I still do is go to the sci fi shelves and scan for D, which 
means Gordon R. Dickson, with his middle initial and very very similar last name has 
become my nemesis for the fact he bloats these shelves and always kills me with false 
hope. Because now, PKD books are rare. I blame flicks like MINORITY REPORT and 
maybe PAYCHECK for jacking up the price because for a long while PKD pulps 
remained cheap but suddenly they’d be asking $20 a copy, and the worst thing was 
the bastards would sell. So you’d either put up or get shut out. The game is suddenly 
dark and sharp. But, still I look and my shelf grows. 

Often times I think of my journey procuring and slowly reading PKD books as a noir 
where I’ll die before reading them all, though I’ll probably get them all, because that’ll 
make the final sting all that much worse. As the life ebbs, I can probably see the shelf, 
the titles smirking back at me, the one found in that gargantuan warehouse of a store, 
the one the eccentric shopkeeper held for me, the trio I sniped on eBay back before 
people knew how to snipe on eBay, they’d look down and judge me for not having 
imbibed them all and I’d look up and whisper out to them, and my family would hate 
me for looking at the books when they were gathered around. 

Then I’d wake to find it was all a virtual reality test to see how I’d fare in my final 
moments, and I’d be left wanting, my family would leave, and the books would be 
empty, filled with the vast works of Gordon R. Goddamn Dickson. Because if I’m 
going to go down, I want PKD writing my end. 

And that’s what PKD did best, he messed with your reality so your happily never after 
chased you through space and time. His brand of sci fi isn’t about intergalactic 
discovery and exploration as much as it is a synthesis of how far we can see into 
ourselves wrapped in a metaphor of the crushing dark that surrounds us, as well as 
fills us. He saw beauty and horror in everything, his dichotomy of life was to fear and 

 



then fearlessly bound forward anyway. It’s the sort of thing they don’t teach you in 
class. 

Looking through the works of PKD, you see bleak horizons laid out in his final pages 
all the time. A SCANNER DARKLY is a terrible piece of drug noir, and one of his 
finest works. It looks into the future at a narc who goes undercover into a drug house, 
and one he’s already also an active member of and in during his out of work hours. 
But due to a scramble suit which hides the identity of all narcs, this clash is not 
discovered, neither by the occupants of the house nor his superiors. 

So we have a man spying on himself while imbibing hallucinogens and of course this 
is a problem. It’s a fascinating read into paranoia, and the system that lords over the 
street, and how interpersonal relationships open you up to salvation as well as 
damnation. By story’s end, we find our protagonist trapped in a loop of rehab where 
he’s being made to harvest the drug in the facility, and he’s seemingly gone from the 
top rung to the bottom and regardless of more movement the actual problem is 
there’s little hope he’ll ever get off the wheel. 

Dick’s wife at the time, Tessa, said she found him weeping by his typewriter after 
particularly harrowing nights of writing this story. It is clear PKD was putting his life 
and his soul into his work. 

THE ZAP GUN is a deliciously morose slice of consumerism noir as we follow weapon 
makers who come up with their ideas in fugue states only to have their designs 
turned into completely useless and random household artifacts. As an alien invasion 
looms, they struggle to team up and design a salvation for Earth. 

The way this story plays out, everyone ends up in a black hole of their own reality of 
redundancy. People have their ideas handed across time, people have their own ideas 
turned on them, people have their own ideas nullified, and nearly all ideas are in 
service to fight oppositional ideas that are fabricated. Your life’s purpose is a lie. Even 
the way the book was birthed, the publisher wanted a story to match this title they 
had, is insane. They brought very little to the table and PKD obliged. That idea of 
ideas becoming larger ideas is right there. 

There’s a great through line where a board game is constructed and in it a small 
character wanders aimlessly in a seemingly futile experiment. As you play, you 
connect with the playing piece until eventually you replace it, and you look up, and 
there is no hope. It’s barely subtle but it’s a visceral thing as it plays upon your 
feelings of empathy, and how many crosses you’ll die on, and the fact the world is out 
to slowly draw you in and stop you, entrap you, claim you, absorb you. 

THE THREE STIGMATA OF PALMER ELDRITCH, a novel PKD wrote amongst 
many as he struggled to make ends meet supporting a wife and four daughters, from 
whom he was estranged during his writing periods, wandering away from the 

 



homestead and down into a small shack that would get so cold the ink would freeze in 
his typewriter ribbon. If there was ever a confluence of events to create a noir 
masterpiece, this was it. 

PKD had been spending every day isolated in this shack, every day inside his head 
with these wild ideas, and it took its toll. One day, he saw a vision in the sky above the 
horizon. It was the face of evil, and it was God, and this was the worst possible thing 
to consider. Which means that as the face continued to appear over a month, PKD 
processed it inside and the output was this magnificently sour and majestic novel. 

It is certainly one of the most bleak PKD tales as it looks into the concept of 
seeing/meeting/becoming god through drug use and how dangerous a line any of 
that is. The book strongly treads into the territory of Gnosticism - the fact that God 
may be real but that doesn’t mean in any way that they are a nice or even sane deity. 
When man loses his higher power, or discovers that power is corrupt, well that means 
there’s nowhere left to fall because we all suddenly live on the grainy rock bottom. 

In the end of the story, after many twists and turns, the kicker is that our lead man 
never knows if he’s escaped his hallucinatory nightmare, if he’s still in it, and whether 
he’s right or powerful if either of those scenarios prove true. Once you know there’s 
been a hallucination, how can you ever know you truly came out of it? And even if you 
did, if thoughts plague you that you didn’t will you ever be fulfilled? That noir of 
uncertainty and doubt that will mock you and haunt you for eternity is a scarier 
prospect than any actual definitive answer that will at least stop you hunting for clues 
or signs or ideas. This thin possibility means you are a ball spinning in a hoop that 
will never fall. 

You can see the layers of eXistenZ and INCEPTION presented in this idea and it’s 
scary because the moment you apply it to your own life, you could be up all night 
chasing loops. Once your concept of reality is shattered, there is no recovery. 

Philip K Dick didn’t seem to believe in happy endings, and if he gave you one, he 
wanted you to know it was perilous. He wanted you to question it because as soon as 
you did, it puffed away in blue smoke. That aspect of storytelling as a thing offered, 
and a thing taken away, and a thing unknown to which you can only guess is 
something that’s inspired me for decades now. As I continue to write, and have PKD 
paperbacks yet to read, may I die happy and certain, if he allows it. 

--- 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

Philip K Dick was made by the government :[ 

  

 



024 
VERTIGO 

 
Hitchcock was a master of showing us the self-destructive things we do and why we 
do them. 

Spoilers: we often do them for women. 

I’d love to know the top ten worst decisions Hitch ever made for a woman. The guy 
clearly knew from bad life choices. Oh, he knew. 

In VERTIGO we follow James Stewart as a broken man having the shards of himself 
smashed to pieces by his own hand. He’s never really the one who breaks himself, the 
world does that, the shitty shitty world, but once broken he seems to methodically 
take himself apart and really grind each piece to small razor slivers just to see how it 
will feel and what will be left once he steps back to analyse things. 

The opening of this flick is fantastic as we see Stewart chase a criminal across some 
rooftops until a fellow policeman slips and falls to his death right before Stewart’s 
eyes as he clings on desperately for his own life. 

Our heroic lead is instantly broken by the world and we now have a major flaw to deal 
with as he develops acrophobia and vertigo which sends him into retirement and 
limits his own belief of self worth and function. So he’s out of the game for a while but 
he soon allows himself to get pulled back in, this is his choice, and here the true noir 
unfolds. 

It’s fascinating to watch this noir play out and I mean that in a literal sense because 
Hitchcock as well as visual designer Saul Bass played with spirals and circles to make 

 



Stewart’s character feel adrift, which is in keeping with the sensation vertigo delivers 
to sufferers. It’s also an apt way to describe someone’s downfall, swirling, downward, 
as you watch. VERTIGO shows us a literal noir spiral in a story where our lead is 
most absolutely his own worst enemy. 

There is also Bernard Hermann’s score to back this concept up as Martin Scorsese 
once described in an interview with Sight & Sound where he made parallels between 
the circular and spiral motion of the music as a representation of obsession and the 
need to revisit the same moment repeatedly. Everything on screen is a harmony of 
downfall. You could close your eyes and still not be able to escape it. 

And the worst thing is we don’t even get to believe that maybe Stewart is doing it all 
for the best. We know the path he’s on very early and we have to watch it play out. 
Because that job he takes in his retirement, of course it goes south. He watches a 
woman die, he blames himself, and it fractures him that little bit more because for a 
brief while he falls for this woman, he feels, and this is so rarely helpful to us in the 
long run. 

It’s not until he meets another woman, a doppelganger of the one he watched die, 
that he starts to feed himself to the beasts below. Or maybe he’s just feeding on 
himself. Either way, the result is the same, he’s being eaten alive one bite at a time. 
And there’s a chance he’ll heal enough between mouthfuls so the feast could go on for 
a very long time. 

Watching Stewart transform Judy into the woman he lost, Madeleine, is difficult 
because we are shown that Judy is Madeleine, or was Madeleine, as she played the 
role to trick Stewart into believing the real Madeleine died in front of him. But now 
she’s free, and she does love him, and so she lets this pressured transformation 
happen. Which is the worst part, this is Judy’s noir, too. 

As Stewart pressures her, she starts to crack and we follow two very broken people as 
they only set out to make themselves suffer, as if some form of self-flagellation is 
going to do anything but add rocks to their burden. 

Stewart takes Judy back to the scene of Madeleine’s death, he takes her through the 
paces of the scene, the motions of the moments, and it’s horrific and unjustified, and 
ghastly to observe. It is Stewart blaming himself and projecting this tension onto the 
one person who might be able to save him, if he’d ever entertain the thought of 
allowing it to happen because he’ll never forget how he was unable to save her the 
first time around. 

Noir, like suicide, can be a tough path to contemplate sometimes. 

And in the end, against all odds, Stewart manages to hug Judy, to understand what 
happened, and maybe even why. This interpersonal shock therapy has yielded a 

 



result where Stewart is cured of his acrophobia/vertigo and he might even have a 
future with Judy. It’d be a messed up future but it would be something and 
something is mostly better than nothing. 

But this is where the world steps in. And a figure approaches up into the top of the 
bell tower, a shadowed figure, and Judy is shocked, probably certain this is death 
come to deliver the only fair thing, and so she slips back and off the bell tower and to 
her demise, just like she did the first time when she was Madeleine. And again 
Stewart will need to live with this and it will be absolute because there will be no 
second woman to save him. 

Knowing Stewart’s obsession at the end, I have no doubt his character lives for many 
more years before either falling off this location to his own demise, or perhaps before 
that he lures some other women up there and has them befall accidents. His spiral is 
going to circle this place and event until it finally does him in. To die any other way or 
in any other place would not seal that final noir buttonhook in on itself. 

And with that, VERTIGO makes itself a cold-hearted noir masterpiece that’s not 
about love or hope or even justice, it is about how the world will force a crack in you 
and you’ll spend your lifetime pushing on it and touching it until you’ve spread it far 
enough to split you into pieces, and then you’ll repeat the process until you don’t exist 
anymore. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

VERTIGO was directed by Alfred Hitchcock, from a script by Alec Coppel and Samuel 
Taylor, which adapted the 1954 novel D’ENTRE LES MORTS by Pierre Boileau and 
Thomas Narcejac. It was released by Paramount Pictures in 1958. 

Detailed analysis of the screenplay for your consideration [LINK] 

  

 

http://screenplayhowto.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Vertigo-Screenplay-Analysis.pdf


025 
MEMENTO 

 
Noir isn’t about the bleak ending, it’s about every single direct step to that final crash 
onto your knees. 

So MEMENTO, from Christopher Nolan, took that concept up a level by giving you 
that final fall straight up, it’s the very start, but you don’t quite get it, and you 
certainly don’t feel it, so then you get the journey in reverse and everything slowly 
clicks into place and it breaks you up in different ways because it makes you confused 
and uncertain and it really puts you into the mind of our lead, Leonard, played with 
noir lead aplomb by Guy Pearce. Y’see, Leonard has a memory problem where he 
doesn’t hold new memories very well, hell, he even struggles to hold a train of 
thought for very long, and it’s just brutal to watch at times. 

With this major flaw, this perfect noir flaw, Leonard sets out to track down one of the 
attackers who murdered his wife and we are given the case in small snippets in 
reverse order so we never know what came before, the same way Leonard doesn’t in 
each scene. It’s a bold way to fracture a narrative and in this case it works to enhance 
the art and the dread because told straight up this would be a great crime flick but in 
the manner in which Nolan delivers this we get nothing short of a masterpiece. 

It is with every step taken forward, which is actually a linear step backwards, we 
discover a sliver more and then have to quickly cross-reference all new points of 
interest against everything we’ve seen thus far so as to retroactively build a new 
narrative on the fly for the entire flick. By the end of it, we are exhausted and as the 
final pieces slide into place everything becomes clear in one long moment of despair 
and there’s nothing we can do. Instead of watching Leonard get dragged down for 113 

 



minutes, we stow 112 minutes of information and then run it into a tight spiral all in 
the final moments and the shotgun blast of noir catches us in the chest and throws us 
to the ground. 

The result was me sitting back after first seeing it and needing to discuss it. 
Thankfully, I watched it with some mates at university and we spent the next few 
hours debating the flick until the middle of the night. Because this is the intricate 
nature of Christopher Nolan’s mind when he’s at peak. You can’t shake loose of him. 

Now I won’t even spoil the intricacies of the story because it’s one of those things you 
really need to discover and feel and it’s also something you conceivably haven’t seen 
so I will tread lightly. Suffice to say, this flick is dark and the more that comes to light 
the darker it all gets. Pearce is suitably baffled and determined and certainly hard 
done by. He’s a guy acting certainly about things he can never truly be certain about. 
There’s no other story that would so readily have him as a noir. 

Whereas Carrie Anne Moss’ Natalie steals the show in one sequence where she plays 
damsel and femme like sides of a coin and it’s chilling and is also the moment the ball 
drops into the inky depths and you know you will never hear it hit bottom. 

From this introduction to the world, Nolan showed himself as a mastermind of 
cinema. A thinking man’s creator who is interested in small things and how they fit 
together and you can’t help but be invested every single damn time. I find myself 
again and again drawn into the works of Nolan purely because I want to see how 
these people react in the face of these terrible things, I want to know why they choose 
each step. And this is something Nolan has looked at, in variations, over his career. 

THE PRESTIGE is a great example of noir as being representative of a human theme. 
Determination is the sort of thing that if staunchly stood by can lead you down the 
darkest of alleys. As you watch two magicians duel over years, and each of them die a 
little for their craft, it’s hard to imagine either of them ever getting a happy ending 
because that isn’t even what they are chasing. They are after something so ethereal 
that they’ll likely never achieve it and yet in that hunt they remain locked through 
sheer determination. 

The final hook turns of THE PRESTIGE are also masterful and also things I will not 
spoil here because they are experiences in themselves, especially through the way 
Nolan reveals, and conceals, them. But mostly it is because these paths are very 
consciously chosen by both characters, and they continue to stay the path despite a 
series of disastrous results and that is the key to personal downfall. 

Whereas that subtle end of INCEPTION where Leonardo DiCaprio’s spinner just 
keeps on turning is the sort of thing that hints at possible noir, he’s certainly built up 
to that moment to fall forever into the abyss, but the final sound cues mostly preclude 
that ambiguity if you really think about it. He’s a flawed man, and one also driven by 

 



lengths of determination but it would appear he is allowed to exhale in that final 
moment. 

And as Nolan continues to experiment with film stock and style, with endings dark 
and neat, and as he gets better in so many ways, I’ll always be drawn back to that 
perfectly simple and dark ending, the one he thought to put right at the start. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

MEMENTO was directed/written by Christopher Nolan, and is an adaptation of the 
short story MEMENTO MORI by Jonathan Nolan. It was released by Newmarket in 
2001. 

  

 



026 
BREAKING BAD 

 
The idea of ‘breaking bad’ is to really embrace and fuel your own noir narrative. You 
are choosing to do the wrong thing, you are delusional, and it’s just always going to 
travel in one direction. 

I mean, no one expected Walter White to come out of this rich, in remission, and 
happy, did they? 

I like the ambition of this show to take someone so milquetoast and make them a noir 
lead because it really comes down to the core of the fact that all people have the 
propensity to be the bad guy - some hidden, some just restrained - and we can all end 
up in situations where this is what we see as our best, and sometimes even only, 
choice. 

It’s very reminiscent of the Joker’s concept in THE KILLING JOKE [a brutal Batman 
novella by Brian Bolland and Alan Moore - that despite being a classic has not 
actually aged well at all with its rape and nastiness] and in it the grinning villain 
believes anyone is just one bad day away from cracking. From breaking bad. And so 
he sets out to do this to the best man he knows, Jim Gordon [incidentally, a character 
Bryan Cranston would voice in the BATMAN: YEAR ONE cartoon adaptation]. 

Walter White’s villain is cancer. And an indescribably average life. From this dull 
warm ember, Walter rises like a dark phoenix to become something horribly 
monstrous. because any villain is just a confluence of unfortunate events and a 
handful of poorly judged choices. And they so rarely set out to become a villain. The 

 



good villains, the really flawed things, set out on their downward path with good 
intentions. 

Watching Walter slowly push himself further and further was always the clickbait for 
your eyes. Every season, every week, he pushed his own boundaries. And more 
galling, he found reason to push his own boundaries. But the man we know at the 
start, sullen, moustached, walking wallpaper, slowly steps into the darkness. He 
attacks. Then he kills. Then he slaughters. It’s a study in the progression of noir, what 
pushes you into it, and what pulls you into it from the other side. 

As Walter grows in drug making stature, the legend of his prowess spreads but so 
does the fear of him. He transmogrifies into a genuine drug lord and soon there is 
nothing he won’t do. There is no scene of human horror he won’t orchestrate to serve 
himself. 

And that’s exactly what he’s doing. 

Initially, the whole reason to break bad is to provide for his family - a pregnant wife 
and disabled son. But after a while, you know he’s done enough and yet he’s always 
finding reason to do more. It’s fascinating, but it’s sad. And it’s so very real. 
Especially when, at the end of the whole mess, Walter admits to his wife, Skyler, that 
he stuck at it because he was good at it. 

He was pushed into it by perceived necessity but then he was pulled into it by the 
sense of self-esteem he took from it. The wallpaper was finally seen, and appreciated, 
and he could not go back to being so dull. All of it was sidelined because of his fear 
that he had prolonged his life and the reality was he had prolonged the life he had 
lived previously. A life barely worth living. A noir paradox. 

And so Walter marches into the final spiral curve, ready for what is to come, and in 
his final moments, as he dies, he smiles. He smiles because it’s better to die on your 
feet than live on your knees. To try and steal another Batman line and then horribly 
paraphrase/adapt it [this from the brilliant Nolan adaptation THE DARK KNIGHT], 
it’s better to die feeling like a hero than to live long enough to have everyone make 
you feel like the villain. 

Because Walter knows he’s the villain, that’s fact, but he doesn’t have to feel like it. 
He doesn’t need to see it reflected at him where from the inside he still held some 
pride for what he did and how he did it. He still feels most of those steps down were 
the right ones to make, or at least the best ones. They gave him some months of good 
times instead of years marking time. 

Then the beautiful thing about the show becomes Jesse Pinkman, in a career making 
role from Aaron Paul that is going to be insanely difficult to top because he is so 

 



supremely good in it. Pinkman is a junkie, a fool, but almost a savant at making drugs 
which means he’s malleable for Walter’s needs. Both chemically and socially. 

Pinkman just shouldn’t care, he shouldn’t be noir because he’s already fallen, he’s 
already living his unhappily ever after. He gets high, he gets paranoid, he gets mouth 
favours from unsavoury ladies in the night and none of it comes anywhere close to 
fulfilling him. He should be the opposite kind of wallpaper to Walter, he’s the dirty, 
greasy stuff you don’t lean on, the gross surface you know can only be torn down, it’s 
the only way. 

And yet Pinkman refuses to be stripped and tossed aside. He refuses to lie down. At 
first, he’s a pushover, Walter has it over him, and through this he’s bullied into some 
stupid places and decisions. But they’re nothing worse than the way he was already 
living so it doesn’t matter, right? 

Wrong. Because while we watched, and fawned over, Walter’s transformation 
through the spiral, we neglected to fully realise that we were witnessing the opposite 
of noir: redemption. 

Jesse Pinkman slowly starts making more moral choices despite the fact the world is 
giving him every opportunity to also break bad. Or break worse. He is put in danger, 
he still takes drugs, the new love of his life dies, he is beaten, and the hits just keep on 
coming. His life is made so terribly unmanageable once he falls in league with Walter 
and yet he never yields. Perhaps seeing one fall makes him want to rise up. Perhaps 
he knows where Walter’s journey ends and he doesn’t want to join him. 

Finally, he is held hostage, brutalised, and forced into slavery. But even this doesn’t 
break him. By the end, he has become mentally strong. He has become unbreakable. 
His body might be making meth in the worst conditions for what might feel eternity 
but his mind is free, he imagines he's crafting a fine wooden relic, something to be 
proud of. He has the mental strategies to survive. 

In the final moments, after all that has transpired, so much bad, you’d not forgive 
him taking this out on Walter, you’d understand him lashing out and making the 
wrong choice for what might feel like the right reasons. But he doesn’t. He is not 
going to slide down. 

Jesse Pinkman ends the show free, and he uses his freedom to drive off into the 
distance, his future preserved, his soul purified. Beyond us or society or anyone else, 
to himself he is redeemed and that sense of true worth is all that really matters. That 
we know we are right, no excuses, is the litmus test of the soul. 

BREAKING BAD is that rare study of noir that perfectly showcases, in excruciating 
and slow detail, how the spiral works, and also how to escape the pit and ride valiant 
into the light. 

 



 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

BREAKING BAD was created by Vince Gilligan and aired on AMC from 2008-2013. 

  

 



027 
THE TOWN 

 
This tale of Boston robberies and broken men is the sort of narrative you know is noir 
because you feel it in the creak of your bones. You and I know the score but everyone 
else could be forgiven for thinking this was just another Hollywood flick featuring 
some crime. I mean, it stars [and is directed by] Ben Affleck, a guy who seemed for a 
long time to be living out his own noir tale IRL. I don’t know where SURVIVING 
CHRISTMAS fits into a noir flick visually but we all know it’s one of the lower rungs 
in the spiral. 

Yet THE TOWN sparked redemption for Affleck while only bringing a metal curtain 
down on his character and anyone he touches around him. Because Affleck’s 
character of Doug MacRay is god’s lonely man, he’s just very good looking so we don’t 
believe it straight up. 

He spends his nights sculpting his body - which we see in one scene that has no 
narrative relevance except to show us Affleck’s superb physique, though it also holds 
reason, because you have to wonder why would he bother? He’s an isolated man, he 
robs banks, and while he’s externally doing great, his inside is hollow. He is working 
towards nothing until one aspect of a score goes sideways. 

Affleck and his crew are successful in their heist but they take a hostage, bank 
manager Claire Keesey. They ensure their safety, and her blindness to them, and they 
release her onto the sand and tell her to keep walking until she hits water and then 
she can stop and look. It’s a terrifying moment - or series of moments - for Claire and 
it’s a perfect way for her to meet Affleck, even though she doesn’t know that’s what 
she’s doing at the time. She is reduced to raw emotion, she is connected to the world 

 



in a visceral contact way, and she is assuming she is a second away from death the 
entire time. With him, this is all true and will be forevermore. 

Unbeknownst to the rest of the crew, Affleck begins a relationship with Claire after 
the heist and we instantly see the conflict this brings and knowing how volatile his 
best friend, Jem Coughlin played by Jeremy Renner, is then there’s no escaping the 
fact we are walking the plank blindfolded and waiting to fall much as Claire was on 
the beach that day her life changed. 

Watching the love blossom in this bleak environment is hard because you want it to 
give you hope but the signals are all there to point to the rather more honest truth of 
where this is all heading. Through a tapestry of events involving the FBI, the 
crumbling heist crew solidarity, and the knowledge that the one main truth can 
shatter a relationship, none of this plays out well. 

And it’s all Affleck’s fault. Because he chose crime over ice hockey as a youth. Because 
he sticks by his toxic friend when he should have cut him loose many years before. 
Because he is so intrigued by this woman that he thinks he can make the one thing 
work that’s the one worst choice in the world he could make after having used her as 
a hostage. Because he was nice to the local girl he used to make time with who had a 
kid and he wanted to help her out when he had no reason to do so at all. 

Because he starts the flick alone, and he needs to end the flick alone. Because he’s 
made all his important decisions alone and he is god’s lonely man. And we get a 
crime flick that’s slick and violent and dark and is most certainly one of the modern 
noir masterpieces. 

And this works as a slick double bill with Affleck’s later GONE GIRL, directed by 
David Fincher. Wherein he plays a husband investigated for the murder of his wife. 
It’s actually not the sort of story I’d want to spoil but I will applaud it for being a 
surprise in tone because the flick looks like yet another Hollywood thriller and 
instead it is very much a throwback to the lurid paperback days of old where shit got 
real and everyone sank under the waves by the final page. 

It would appear Ben Affleck is another one of today’s noir stars, a different version 
from Joseph Gordon-Levitt but still as handy, and mostly because though Affleck’s 
size should make him an imposition, he rarely uses it in these flicks, and the realest 
noir is about decision anyway. It is Affleck’s handsomeness that works against him, 
that disarm people in the worst ways, and that lead his path between others and 
locations until he’s too far gone. 

And if you are wondering, yes, this makes me excited to see him tackle an aging 
Batman on screen because we might just get the tone and ending we deserve. 

 

 



--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

THE TOWN was directed by Ben Affleck from a script by Peter Craig, Ben Affleck, 
and Aaron Stockard which adapted PRINCE OF THIEVES by Chuck Hogan. It was 
released by Warner Bros. Pictures in 2010. 

  

 



028 
FATHERHOOD/ 

NEGATIVE SPACE/CHUM 
 
Haven’t you always wondered why people make the worst decisions sometimes? I 
have. I also desperately want to avoid walking their paths. So, for me, writing is 
therapy and through it I figure out the world and my place in it. There is truth in 
fiction and storytelling doesn’t have to be pain free. 

In the stories I tell, I want to dig deep into the darkness and spend time analysing the 
things my hands hold but my eyes can’t see and my brain can’t yet comprehend. 

This is why my characters are often broken and even more regularly stupid. Baring 
their flaws to the world and justifying them helps me to understand them. 

In FATHERHOOD [with gorgeous art by Daniel Schneider, colours by Paulina 
Ganucheau, and letters by Brandon DeStefano], I was writing through the demons of 
being a new father, so we got sad pages of a fatherhood noir. I was terribly afraid of 
making the wrong decisions so I followed one father down a series of bad decisions. A 
bad day that breaks the man until he’s completely screwed. 

This one-shot was my way of working through things, pouring it onto the page, and 
then I’d be fine. Because that’s how it works for me. 

When the father - he is scripted with no name - finally snaps, he enters a delusion but 
what he’s really doing is not filtering his choices. He’s acting irrationally, he’s lashing 
out in action, and it’s all in service of the one job he feels is left to him and that’s to 

 



provide for and please his estranged daughter. The problem is, he’s doing it all 
wrong. 

Whenever I hand sell the book at cons, I always say “It’s about a guy who tries to get 
the doll for his daughter and doesn’t and so he snaps. And we show his mental 
breakdown through a crime lens. So it’s like JINGLE ALL THE WAY except instead 
of turning into a terrible flick it becomes SIN CITY.” And this always gets the point 
across but then if the customer is pausing still I knock them over with the real talk, 
which is: “It’s also about how far would you go to please your kids, and could you go 
too far?” 

Because what crazier and sadder way is there to script your own noir ending than in 
service of the only people who need you to stick around. It’s heartbreaking purely 
because it happens, all the time, and I’m determined to not fall that way. So far, so 
good. 

My next foray into the spiral was a suicide noir called NEGATIVE SPACE. Because it 
sounds like an oxymoron of sadness and who doesn’t want that, right? 

But this series with insane art from Owen Gieni, letters by Ryan Ferrier, and 
published by Dark Horse Comics, is about depression and choice and 
megacorporations controlling our emotions and it is exactly the sort of downward 
spiral I want to inspect. At its heart, it ponders over the problem that if 
something/someone else is making us depressed, and so our depression is fabricated 
by an external force, then does that invalidate our feelings at all? Aren’t all feelings 
caused and informed by external forces? Don’t they merely unlock a hollow chest 
already inside us? 

It’s a quagmire to peer into and once I drag in underwater creatures and 
countercultural happiness cults, you can feel the PKD vibe wash over it all. And at the 
centre, just like he did, I have one man searching for the truth. Even if it’s just to 
know specifically what to obscure. 

Guy Harris is our lead and when he sits down to write his suicide note he gets writer’s 
block [yes, you are allowed to smirk at that, he’s not real and it is funny] so he goes 
for a walk to clear his head and from there things get funky. Like 'what if AFTER 
HOURS was directed by David Cronenberg?' funky. 

It’s then my job to drop, between the funk and the nasty, I have to drop globs of 
melancholia which lead Guy all the way down. And he has to be his own downfall. 
This isn’t a story where he blames the corporation. This isn’t a story where he gets the 
guy and runs into the sunset holding hands and is cured of his depression. This is not 
a happy tale and I like to pride myself on the fact I’ve found a new way to make 
suicide sad. At present, half the series has come out and I look forward to breaking 

 



hearts over the next two issues as I deliver on the premise of suicide noir in a way 
that’s a true bastard act. 

My final noir in the trilogy [surely I’ll move onto some romcoms now] is my BEACH 
NOIR PROJECT. It’s a pulp paperback crime tale with Sami Kivelä on art, Mark Dale 
on colours, Nic J Shaw on letters [and will be announced soon] about a bunch of 
people on a beach island caught up in each other’s webs and you know it’s not going 
to end well for the femme, or the cop, or the hulk of a boy toy, or the drug kingpin. 
This is my chance to play with tropes from the oldest noirs and twist them through a 
relatively modern setting that’s also timeless and then work out how to best make 
everyone ruin their lives while helping cause the ruination of all around them. 

It’s been fun to write a story that’s a true web of only black threads. A town of 
characters who are not nice people and all they do is drag down the good people or 
else grind them under their heel. There is little good happening in this book but there 
are levels of depravity and mischievousness at play. 

Here’s hoping I stick the landing because noir is all about that end. You don’t drag 
out, you don’t miss a beat. The effectiveness of every line before it hinges on the end. 
You have to swing that haymaker around like you are knocking out Galactus. And you 
have to land that impossible punch. 

So far, I’m usually happy with my endings. I try my best to completely earn them. I 
build to them like I’m erecting a temple and it all needs to align. Even in 
HEADSPACE, which would be a responsibility noir if I felt like stretching things, Eric 
Zawadzki and Sebastian Piriz and I worked our asses off to make an ending that 
wrapped everything and had heart. With these three noirs, they all hinge on that very 
last beat. 

From here, I think I need to write some happy endings. I need to try and let my 
characters have a win. But there’s something so much more satisfying in planning to 
have it all fall to pieces on them in the final moment than having it all come together. 
It feels more intricate, like you can do anything. 

Or maybe I’m just an asshole. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

FATHERHOOD was created by Daniel Schneider and Ryan K Lindsay and published 
by Challenger Comics in 2013. 

 



NEGATIVE SPACE was created by Owen Gieni and Ryan K Lindsay and was 
published by Dark Horse Comics in 2015. 

CHUM was created by Sami Kivelä and Ryan K Lindsay and was published by 
ComixTribe in 2016. 

 

 

  

 



029 
CHINATOWN 

 
This flick only gets better with age, and you appreciate that vintage also the older you 
are. As such, I want to ensure we time it just right that CHINATOWN is the last flick I 
watch right before I die. 

A bunch of the 70s cinema new wave casting their hands over the old gumshoe trope 
was always going to be something interesting but no one could imagine how 
masterful they’d get with so many of the old toys. 

Robert Towne wrote a script about a P.I. caught up in intrigue and sinister people 
involved in shady water dealings. From there, a tale unravels where the ugly beauty of 
the downfall is that it’s a noir for us all. It’s a real world spiral. Because the narrative 
should have us following the intrigue, the political mess, and Jack Nicholson’s Jake 
Gittes certainly does. But that’s not the problem. That’s not the problem at all. 

The problem is that people are worse than you ever expect them to be, even the nice 
ones, and especially the bad ones. The bad ones become something nearly demonic. 
Roman Polanski touches upon this in ROSEMARY’S BABY where a husband sells his 
wife and unborn child to the devil and it’s all very theatrical and weird but here, in 
CHINATOWN, it still feels real. Hell, it could be ripped from today’s headlines quite 
easily if you know where you are looking. 

And when bastard fiction starts to appear under our newspaper masthead then you 
know we’re all digging deep down. 

Once this story moves past the water, we get to the incest. And it blindsides you, 
because it shouldn’t happen that way, but that’s sadly exactly how it happens. The 

 



real world doesn’t lay neat clues, and it doesn’t just do one bad thing and stick to it. 
The worst of us are Lernean hydras and we lash out indiscriminately, tearing flesh 
and spraying venom in glorious hi-def 360 leaving no one unscathed. 

Jake Gittes thought he lived in a bad world, but one with rules, and by the movie’s 
end, he’s completely broken because not only are things worse, well, they’re also 
completely unmanageable, and he’s being told to just accept it. Because it is easier to 
not think about it, or to walk away. If you die on every sour headline or problematic 
retweet then your empathy is going to bury you early and hard. You need to armour 
up. You cannot be completely empathic because the world is an emotional vampire 
and you will be left as a husk of a human. 

This is what stares Gittes in the face as he watches Faye Dunaway’s Evelyn Mulwray 
keep on down the street, despite being slumped, probably dead, and definitely about 
to go unavenged for her trials. 

CHINATOWN perfectly encapsulates the fact we all live in a noir globe, and we are 
slowly spinning down and down and around and around and we simply ride it out 
because what other choice do we have? 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

CHINATOWN was directed by Roman Polanski from a script by Robert Towne and 

was released by Paramount Pictures in 1974. 

Pretty much just read EASY RIDERS, RAGING BULLS is you want to know lots more 

about this flick, the whole environment it was made in, and what all the key players 

at that time were doing.  

 



030 
LARK/BRUBAKER DAREDEVIL 

 
Daredevil has been walking down a long slow trip for decades and Michael Lark and 
Ed Brubaker finally showed him what was down there. 

And what was down there was his downfall. Which I think he knew all along. 

The character of Matt Murdock has been a fascinating decades long study of how to 
constantly orbit that noir black hole. He would have slipped in long before but 
narrative cycles never end in comics and so no one could ever truly just lay Matt to 
rest in the darkness. But then Lark/Brubaker had the stones to do it and they took 
months to delicately and intricately exact their midnight plan. 

When Daredevil was handed to them by Alex Maleev and Brian Michael Bendis, they 
had outed the superhero’s secret identity and so Lark/Brubaker had to figure out how 
to make that work. Their response was to have Murdock suffer even worse in an 
excruciating plan that’s partially happening to him and partially happening because 
of him. 

Because Murdock’s past is littered with the mess and entrails of his poor decisions. 
The women he left in his wake, the friends he bailed on, and the countless times he 
sold pieces of his soul to the wind. No one is more haunted by themselves than Matt 
Murdock. 

Except when he’s positioning himself into a love square where he comprises 3 of the 
points around Karen Page. Because that’s not weird at all, Mr Mike Murdock, not in 
the slightest. Well, actually, not for you. 

 



The thing about Murdock is that he’s cognizant of his choices every time he makes 
them and he knows where they will lead him. But he’s willing to shoulder the burden 
because he’s a born martyr, and I don’t believe he thinks he can actually survive the 
mountain of sludge he piles on himself, instead it seems he deserves the just desserts 
at the end of it. Which is just about the saddest thing ever. 

This run opens strong with Murdock in jail for his dual identity sins and while there 
he starts to break bad. How else do you survive prison? Murdock wants to hold fast 
but he’s soon showing a hyperviolent side, and he’s making deals with his well sworn 
enemy, Wilson Fisk, the Kingpin. 

By the time of his escape, he’s broken an alarming amount of bones, he’s 
double-crossed the villain he was dealing with, and he’s absconding with the 
Punisher, not exactly someone he would normally be teaming up with. Frank Castle 
even comments that it looks like Murdock is finally becoming more like him, which is 
your first step in knowing a hero is falling. 

Upon reentry to the real world, though not exactly legally yet, Murdock takes off to 
Europe on a lead. He doesn’t stop to see his estranged wife who herself is blind and 
fears for him, he makes the choice to play hero first. Because his sense of duty is what 
too often leads him to making the wrong choice. And breaking out of jail and running 
away to Europe instead of seeing your wife even once is most certainly the incorrect 
decision. 

Once there, Murdock is lured in by a woman whose special perfume makes her smell 
like whatever a man’s heart might desire, love, remember, cherish. To Murdock, she 
smells like Karen Page, a previous love. Because Murdock’s body and mind, even on a 
subconscious and cellular level, is betraying him and making the wrong choice. The 
noir path is something ingrained in his DNA. 

The entire run is a series of poor choices from Murdock. And it all comes crashing 
down midway through when Mr Fear, a fear toxin using villain whose only intent is to 
destroy Murdock, is victorious. Daredevil loses, and had already lost, before the real 
fighting even took place. And could he have prevented it? I say yes. 

The fact Murdock farmed his wife out to other people, the fact he left her alone and 
unloved, the fact his attention and priorities are well away from where they should be 
left Milla open and the right villain pounced on that avenue to destroy Daredevil. 

When you are a hero, in spandex, keeping a city safe, you still need to make the smart 
small decisions. Daredevil has been thinking too long in burroughs and not in 
relationships. He misses the hard calls and it costs him, no less how much it costs his 
wife who ends up incarcerated and quite literally insane. 

 



From this pivot point, the defeat of a superhero, Lark/Brubaker begin the downward 
slide to the inevitable. Something Frank Miller commented on years prior was that 
Matt Murdock had the perfect villain origin story. And yet he never gave up. But 
eventually he’d have to give in and this is the run where that happens. Much like 
Lark/Brubaker were handed a narrative bomb, they too handed off something 
explosive. After a few arcs trying to piece his life back together, Murdock eventually 
falls too far away and by the end of their final issue, he has become a villain himself. 
For the greater good. 

In trying to best The Hand organisation of ninja, Murdock gives himself to them to 
stop the Kingpin taking control of them, which he knows will be bad for him and 
everyone. But suddenly becoming the leader of a known assassin squad is apparently 
also detrimental to your health and so Murdock suffers. But that all comes later, in 
SHADOWLAND, and such, but Lark/Brubaker leave him doing what he’s always 
done best, we leave Murdock walking down, forever down, certain he can make it 
work. 

The next we see him, he’s wearing a black suit. The French would describe it as noir. 

 

--- 

 

CURRICULUM ADDENDUM 

The Michael Lark and Ed Brubaker run on DAREDEVIL spanned from April 2006 to 

July 2009. 

I wrote a very large essay about the run in my book THE DEVIL IS IN THE 

DETAILS: EXAMINING MATT MURDOCK AND DAREDEVIL in a piece titled ‘The 

Only Way is Down: Brubaker’s Saga as ’70s Cinematic Noir’ and you can sample 

the chapter here [LINK] 

If you want the entire book, mosey on over to Amazon and buy it from Sequart, some 

amazing minds put in some serious verbiage looking into the science of Matt 

Murdock, the psychiatry of Mike Murdock, and the many interconnections Daredevil 

has to the larger Marvel U [LINK] 

  

 

http://www.multiversitycomics.com/columns/read-ryan-lindsays-the-only-way-is-down-excerpt-from-the-devil-is-in-the-details-exclusive/
http://www.amazon.com/The-Devil-Details-Examining-Daredevil/dp/0578073730


AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
This was fun.  

Not in any conventional way. Writing and posting over 35k of words about fictional 
people destroying themselves in their worlds across one calendar month was a fool’s 
game. But at least I survived, more’n I can say for many of them. 

But it was magnificent to cast an analytical eye over these works again and dig deep 
to see what makes them tick, to see what story quickening I could steal from them. 
Because writing about writing makes you a better writer. Gradually. 

I mostly hope, my own professional development aside, that you’ve found something 
new in this book. A new movie to catch, or a new way to look at an old comic you only 
thought was okay. I hope you’ve broadened your horizons even just by one degree, 
and I hope you’ve discovered new info and fun about beloved classics we all love. And 
any learning I can only hope was done with a smile and/or an open heart and not 
with heavy brow and gritted jaw. Well, I hope you clenched up on a few of these, 
actually. 

Thank you for taking the time to dip a toe into these inky depths. I hope they fuel 
your Sunday afternoon laziness for months to come. 

RKL - January, 2016. 

Publisher at FCRG. 

Writer in his office. 

 



About the Author 
Ryan K Lindsay - writer. 

A man of many worlds, Ryan K Lindsay writes comics, about comics, and teaches comics. His 
credits include BEAUTIFUL CANVAS from Black Mask, NEGATIVE SPACE from Dark 
Horse Comics, HEADSPACE from Monkeybrain Comics/IDW, CHUM from ComixTribe, 
GLOVES a short story in the Vertigo CMYK anthology, DEER EDITOR, EIR, and INK 
ISLAND from his 'Four Colour Ray Gun' imprint, GHOST TOWN from Action Lab 
Entertainment, the FATHERHOOD one-shot from Challenger Comics, and a MY LITTLE 
PONY one-shot from IDW. He's had short stories published by 
Image/Shadowline, ComixTribe, Martian Lit, and Crime Factory. 
He's also had essays published in CRIMINAL, GODZILLA, 
SHELTERED, STRANGE NATION, HORROR FACTORY, and has 
a book of them about Daredevil called THE DEVIL IS IN THE 
DETAILS: EXAMINING MATT MURDOCK AND DAREDEVIL 
from Sequart. He is Australian. 

 

 

 

  

 



If you enjoyed this book then I’m inclined to think you’re going to dig: 

 

OPENING CONTRACT 

Dan Hill analyses the opening pages of great comics to see what makes them tick, and then checks 

his answers with the creators. Simply beautiful and a PDF download you need in your comic 

curriculum arsenal [LINK] 

The Sequart Catalogue 

With books analysing and discussing comic masterpieces from Daredevil [natch] to the works of 

Warren Ellis, to Watchmen and Casanova, and Star Wars and 2001: A Space Odyssey, Sequart have 

made themselves a titanic literary think tank about comics with a vast back catalogue, new books 

coming, a documentary warehouse, and daily content on their site - you absolutely need to become 

intimate with all of their words [LINK] 

ymmv 

An almost slice of life column about making comics and all the malarkey it entails written by me 

over at Loser City - it’s a peek behind a curtain, not a how to guide [LINK] 

CINEPHILIA & BEYOND 

A site devoted to in-depth study of film, where they only seem to choose the most amazing films, 

and they link to some wild YouTube clips, hold a lotta smart words, and often have links to PDFs of 

screenplays - trust me and go lose a month here [LINK]  

 

https://gumroad.com/l/zTxG
http://sequart.org/
http://loser-city.com/tag/ymmv
http://www.cinephiliabeyond.org/


#noirvember 

 

 


