The Night of the Hunter, an atypical film noir

Films noirs as a genre developed in the 1940s and in the 1950s. They are often based on gangsters’ stories, like The Asphalt Jungle, but can also be based on detective stories, like The Maltese Falcon.

1. Film noir characteristics in The Night of the Hunter.
Several ingredients are characteristic of the film noir in The Night of the Hunter, such as the assassination of a woman in the beginning of the film, the theft of a car, etc. 
The cabaret scene is also typical of the film noir atmosphere: the sexy dancer, the insert on Powell’s hand tattooed with “hate”, the close shot on Powell among the other sinister-looking men. 
The jail scene enables Powell to meet Harper, sentenced to death for killing two men during a bank attack. As in most films noirs, death is ubiquitous, and does not concern women only.

Finally, the swearing rite (Harper makes John swear silence) vaguely reminds of the code of honour between gangsters, before Harper is arrested. The scene is somewhat repeated at the end of the film when Powell is arrested by the police. The loop is looped.
2. The psychological dimension.


Psychology is a central element in films noirs. The criminal, or a supporting character is or can be neurotic : a blood-thirsty monster, a glamorous seducer, an anxious person… the film focuses on mental disturbances. In The Big Sleep (1946), by Haward Hawk, with Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, the criminal is a young nymphomaniac woman who takes on drugs.

In The Night of the Hunter, Powell is mentally disturbed. He lost the count of his victims. His hate for women reveals repressed desire and frustrations. The knife symbolizes this ambiguity: it is both a phallic symbol (which cuts through his pocket in the cabaret scene), and a lethal weapon. 

Robert Mitchum’s performance reveals the flaws of the character, often on the borderline between contradictory emotions. The jail scene with Harper suggests both a temptation of violence, but also some kind of sensuality, or even seduction. In the following scene, Powell is shot at the jail window, speaking to God with his knife between his joined hands. His habit of talking to God shows him to be mentally disturbed.
3. The Night of the Hunter is not a typical film noir.

In The Night of the Hunter, Powell is no gangster, but an isolated predator, a lonely outlaw, and a maniac serial killer. Ben Harper is no gangster either. He was forced to commit robbery by economic necessity, the big depression. His intention was not private profit but the wellbeing of his two children.


Films noirs usually take place in an urban environment, with lots of streetfights between competitive gangs who want to extend their territories. For instance: The Asphalt Jungle (1950) translated as Quand la Ville Dort, by John Huston. The city is traditionally associated to vices and crime, whereas the country is associated to innocence and paradise (see Thomas Jefferson’s ideal of an agrarian society).


In The Night of the Hunter, Powell’s intrusion into rural America is all the more frightening. It is the wolf entering the herd of sheep.


The gangsters in films are often of Irish or Italian descent, uneducated, sometimes illiterate, like Little Caesar, and certainly not a White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP). The problems of immigration and racism are illustrated by Griffith’s The Musketeer of the Pig Alley (1932), with the Gish sisters. In the Maltese Falcon, the character of Joel Cairo embodies the type of the sinister foreigner. 

Powell is a pure WASP, an educated and learned man. He tries to mislead people by showing up as a preacher. 


In conclusion, The Night of the Hunter is far from the traditional film noir, though it shares many characteristics with the genre. 
