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Preface: Touching Back on Touch of Evil

For a few years now, my wife and I have gotten together with another couple on a semi-regular basis for what we call ‘Noir Club.’ The motivation of these gatherings is a jointly held desire to make our way through the somewhat vast set of movies that comprise the genre of film noir. From the good to the bad, from the innovative to the unswervingly formulaic, that list of candidates amounts to scores and scores of movies, so even years in, there’s no risk of running out of prospects any time soon. We settled on noir in part because it is a form or mode or genre (the label wavers) that begs for description even as it seems to always hold off coming together as a formula. Moreover, noir consciously and unconsciously, explicitly and implicitly, embodies and reflects back cultural realities and psychological desires specific to its era, as well as those resonating across decades. Paradoxically, film noir speaks to what is most American about American cinema and yet was ‘discovered’ by the French and some of its most influential directors have been European.
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As the series curator, I decided we ought to begin with a confirmed masterpiece, thereby luring the others into sharing my long-held love for the genre. I suggested we start with the film many would cite as not only one of the finest achievements of the genre, but also the movie that marks the end of the noir era, Touch of Evil. In 1957, Orson Welles, that most quintessential of American directors, returned from a self-imposed exile in Europe in order to retake Hollywood by way of a Trojan horse in the form of a genre picture. The film had the intended effect. How could it not? Upon the movie’s New York City premiere in 1958, The New York Times insisted, ‘Thanks to Orson Welles, nobody, and we mean nobody, will nap during Touch of Evil, which opened yesterday at R. K. O. theatres. Just try.’1

Touch of Evil itself never relents. The film begins with an exploding car and ends with two shooting deaths in an oilfield. In between, there are more murders, as well as betrayal, drugs, corruption, even the threat of gang rape of the female lead by a leather-clad band of thugs, all while the music of a pianolo chirrups in the background. Looming over the whole sordid affair is Welles’s brilliant portrayal of Hank Quinlan, a limping, mumbling, hissing, grotesquerie – all unshaven jowls and cynicism. Quinlan, we are told, is both a great detective and a lousy cop, and we come to realize he has a tragic background that explains his willingness to trust his intuition over the law’s due process. Although his intuition proves to be correct, it never excuses his fatal actions. So convincing is Welles’s performance, that although the great actor donned excessive make-up and padding in order to look as morbidly obese as the character of Quinlan needed to be, Welles somehow would never lose the perception of being perpetually winded and overfed. It is as if Welles’s own body grew more and more into the shape of Quinlan ever after. Nevertheless, watching Welles commit so completely, one almost feels like ‘acting’ does not describe what he does in Touch of Evil. Foregoing all trace of his remarkable charisma, he truly disappears into his character in a way that is otherwise unique in his career. In this film, as both an actor and a director he embraces ugliness in order to discover what it might reveal, in order to find out what a Hollywood film that actively resisted aesthetic experience or diverting escapism might show us about ourselves. Even his most valuable asset – his distinctive, smoothly textured baritone with its ability to slide across tonalities with both insolence and nobility – Welles is willing to obscure. As Hank Quinlan, he slurs and mumbles his lines, indifferently stepping on the other characters’ dialogue, denying the audience the pleasure of Welles’s oratorical flourishes that made his portrayals of Charles Foster Kane or Harry Lime so transfixing. With Touch of Evil, Welles sought to offer a cinematic experience that was more visceral than spectacular – he exposed the dark night of cinema’s soul.
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Although I had seen the film many times by then – on VHS or on late night television or on scratchy, faded university-owned prints – I hadn’t yet seen what would come to be called the ‘restored’ version that had appeared just a few years before. My friends and I, clustered around the television in our New Haven apartment, fell deeply into the movie’s rhythm. Watching the newly released version, as close as audiences could hope for in terms of Welles’s directorial vision for the film, made me feel as if I had never seen Touch of Evil before. Even the beginning was different, with no credits and titles overlaying the astonishing opening tracking shot. Throughout, scenes were added and changed, the transfer lovingly attended to, and the score rethought, all guided by a massive memo Welles had sent the studio after they had taken control of the final version away from him. Yet, instead of thinking how beautiful it all was – the usual experience when classics are presented as ‘restored’ – the ugliness of not only the setting but the people themselves seemed all the more refined and even palpable. Onscreen, Los Robles, the fictional border town where the film’s action is set, is a place one would never want to find oneself. It is a place where people such as Quinlan, who would unhesitatingly frame people and kill others to cover his tracks, serves as the supposed voice of law and order.

The streets of Touch of Evil are not the glamorous rain-swept avenues and alleys of, say, a John Huston film. Instead, they often seem abandoned or filled with debris, and the one river runs amongst the rusted towers of oil refineries carrying garbage and, sometimes, dead bodies. If perversity can be ambient or environmental, it is the very context for all the inhabitants of Los Robles, the city at the centre of Touch of Evil. Yet juxtaposed with all this is the almost achingly handsome couple of Mike and Susan (or Suzy) Vargas, played by Charlton Heston and Janet Leigh, who are caught up in the events in Los Robles merely by chance. A year later, Leigh would go on to play the coldly bristling but doomed Marion Crane in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. In Touch of Evil, she is every bit as beautiful and just as aloof. Heston, almost impossibly, plays a Mexican police official who walks ramrod straight and ignores danger even when it threatens his wife. One gets the impression that he is more naive than courageous, whereas Quinlan, his nemesis, may not be courageous, but he is far from naive. Undoubtedly, Quinlan, despite his devious machinations, thinks he is merely a pragmatist, and what may be his most frightening characteristic is his unwavering belief that he is working around the law in order to do what is right.
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Seeing the film that night in the new, restored version and in the company of others reminded me why the film’s reputation has only grown over the years. Its viewers are implicated by the very first image in the film: a bomb is shown to the audience, almost as if the viewers’ approval is sought, before it is hidden in the trunk of a car. The audience is complicit within the first frames. It is then clear that the final line – ‘What does it matter what you say about people?’ – delivered by Marlene Dietrich as if she were exhaling cigarette smoke, isn’t directed just at Welles’s Quinlan, but everyone, and so even the audience is touched by the evil of Los Robles, a dystopia of the present day. One secret of the film’s lasting influence may be that it lets not only guilt and innocence, but the oneiric and the real collide as well, and we cannot look away.


1 Noir’s Epitaph

In the totality of art there is a contemplative vein and an expressionist vein.

—André Bazin

In a short essay from 1972 published originally in Film Comment that has become a seminal piece of criticism on film noir, the well-known writer/director Paul Schrader, most famous perhaps for having written the screenplays for Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976) and Raging Bull (1980) referred to Welles’s 1958 film Touch of Evil as ‘film noir’s epitaph’.1 With fitting rhetorical flourish, Schrader characterizes Welles’s film this way because it serves, he argues, as the movie that is the culmination of the noir era. The noir era is usually presented as having begun in the early 1940s, with John Huston’s The Maltese Falcon (1941) being the film that generally established the standard for what would come to constitute the look and feel of noir. Schrader calls Kiss Me Deadly, produced in 1955, just three years prior to the appearance of Touch of Evil, film noir’s masterpiece. For him, noir, as it developed throughout the 1940s and 1950s, was less of an actual genre and more like a style or a loose set of characteristics and themes that showed some affinities among a variety of films made over a particular period of time. The looseness of these correlations makes a stable definition of film noir therefore nearly impossible.
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The Maltese Falcon (John Huston, 1941), © Warner Bros.; Kiss Me Deadly (Robert Aldrich, 1955), © Parklane Pictures.

Part of the reason that noir is hard to define is because the critical understanding of it came late in the genre’s development. The label, coined by French critics, was meant to codify certain tendencies in American cinema that they were able to observe from their European perspective. It had been hard to see many American films in France during the Second World War, and so when they did at last have access, French audiences saw a large number of these films grouped more tightly together because they were distributed in a much smaller timeframe, thereby allowing them to discern stylistic and thematic associations and shared resonances across different movies that had hitherto gone unremarked.
It was not until 1955 that the term truly establishes its critical ground in the book-length study Panorama du film noir americain, written by French critics Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton.2 Borde and Chaumeton helped pull together the nascent discussions of the body of films that constituted the style, and their analysis provided a structure for thinking about these films.3 Critical interest in investigating noir’s parameters would grow throughout the 1960s and 1970s and the phrase itself would become one of the most broadly familiar of cinematic terms. This means that most ‘noir’ films have been retrofitted with that descriptor. Nevertheless, Schrader offers a few characteristics by which a category might hold together. Some are quite broad: he notes, for instance, the fact that film noir scenes are usually shot to appear as if the action is occurring at night. Also, water – in the form of rain, rivers, surf and so forth – is a prevalent trope and recurring image in film noir. Other characteristics are more usefully specific: he points out that often within any given frame of film noir, there is a compositional tension that underscores any tension occurring in the characters’ actions, so that shots are often as expressive of the narrative content as anything being said by the people on screen. In literary terms, we would say that the form is an extension of the content. The camera angles become twisted and oblique, thereby disrupting clean, horizontal lines. The dizzying mise en abyme of the climactic mirror sequence of Welles’s other noir, The Lady from Shanghai (1947) perhaps best epitomizes that visual tension. The visual component makes manifest an often complex, even vertiginous narrative flow, which adds to the general moral ambiguity of characters’ actions and motivations. And, Schrader adds, the context for the narrative often occurs at the edges of society, where crime and law, order and disorder, blur together.
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Arguably noir’s ‘golden era’ came to an end, or was at least no longer tenable, when the shades and shadows of black and white film stock were displaced by audience’s preferences for the dynamism of Technicolor and as the United States moved through a jingoistic phase brought about by rampant McCarthyism and then passed into the binaries of Cold War ideologies. With more and more American moviegoers relocating (some would say fleeing) into the suburbs, movie audiences, hopeful about a growing economy and buoyed by the perception of American political and military prominence, generally became more circumspect about the urban moral ambiguities represented in such films as Double Indemnity (1944), The Big Sleep (1946), Sunset Boulevard (1950) and On Dangerous Ground (1951). This optimism would not last, as civil strife grew throughout the 1960s and such large-scale historical events as the Vietnam War and the respective assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., Robert Kennedy and Malcolm X produced a pronounced disillusionment that coloured American consciousness. In the wake of both tremendous social upheaval and personal malaise, film noir, like some dark phoenix, arose again out of the ashes of urban riots and Watergate. Paradoxically, cinema would be renewed by both a maverick independent spirit of the New American Cinema, pioneered by outsiders of the major studios as well as with the emergence of neo-noir in the 1970s, with the return to this film form reflecting an increasingly prevalent cynicism towards politics and the morality of authority figures.
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The Lady From Shanghai (Orson Welles, 1947), © Columbia Pictures Corporation.

Neo-noir covers a range of films from the 1970s to the present, from Mean Streets (1973) and Chinatown (1974) to Blade Runner (1982), Jackie Brown (1997), Training Day (2001) and even the television series Breaking Bad (2008–2013). What neo-noir brought back into aesthetic and cultural relevance was the feeling that all moral and just possibilities have been exhausted, and the focus of neo-noir remains on protagonists that have no delusions that any social or political system can be changed.

The difference between the two versions of noir may be ultimately just a matter of degrees. With classic film noir, the endings could be downbeat, but redemption felt somehow possible even if never achieved. Any victories were pyrrhic, but still there were victories. Sam Spade does send Brigid O’Shaughnessy to the police, for example, and the Kid at the end of Out of the Past (1947) covers for his late friend Jeff and lets Ann keep a bittersweet story that allows her to live her life without grieving. These are not happy endings, by any means, but the outlook these movies share is not necessarily born wholly out of despair. With neo-noir, however, it rarely seems like there is any room for faith in anything. In a line that best sums up neo-noir, Gene Hackman’s character in Night Moves (1975), Harry Moseby, a private detective, responds when asked which team is winning the football game that he is watching, ‘no one wins. One side just loses more slowly.’ Idealism dies many deaths in these films.

This digression into the afterlife of noir is to suggest that it is possible to think of Welles’s Touch of Evil as not the epitaph of noir but the precursor of neo-noir: it signalled a new beginning, an evolution, rather than an end. Or perhaps it shows us noir is simply, inescapably, always noir, and that its era never did end.4 Schrader’s labelling Touch of Evil as noir’s epitaph is seductive in part because it provides a definitive final edge to the era and in part simply because as a statement it sounds usefully authoritative. Indeed, it seems one can barely mention Touch of Evil without someone citing Schrader’s line. Yet, the label limits how we might see Welles’s film largely because it buries it in a genre by claiming that it memorializes it. Had Welles been more orthodox in his use of the style, hewing more closely to a rough realism than the baroque expressionism that shapes so much of the film’s style (a tendency consistent with Welles’s entire body of work) Schrader’s description might be useful, but in reality Welles had little interest in commenting on the genre at all.5 In other words, Schrader’s statement reveals more about noir as a critical term than about Touch of Evil itself.

Referring to Touch of Evil as noir is no moot claim, though. Certainly the film has its roots in that mode, which by 1958 had lost its prominent position in the nightly offerings of movie houses and theatres across the country. What I want to add, however, is that thinking of it only or even primarily in terms of noir’s generic conventions masks the film’s greater ambitions and keeps critical focus on where the film came from, rather than investigating where it wants to go. Such focus risks missing the larger claims Touch of Evil makes about the complexities of morality. If Welles was forced to begin with genre, given the nature of the material with which he was working as well as his desire to court a wider audience, he did not want to stay in its orbit. Arguably, Welles exploits the genre’s overfamiliarity, employs its clichés as clichés, even as a sense of existential exhaustion permeates his film. The structure of noir allowed him to lean on the foundation of a genre while also allowing him to work with certain more avant-garde techniques that had been showing up in his films since The Magnificent Ambersons (1942), if not even Citizen Kane (1941). In some ways, too, as we will see in the next chapter, Touch of Evil owes at least as much to German expressionism, in terms of its formal dimensions, as it does to noir. The film, in regards to its themes as well as its exploration of taboo subjects and ugliness or brutality, also serves as a precursor for the exploitation cinema of the late 1960s and 1970s that smuggled in social commentary amidst its prurient images and storylines. Even Welles’s practice in Touch of Evil of blending together A-list stars with a bevy of character actors and once-famous performers from previous decades (Marlene Dietrich or Joseph Calleia, for instance, or Welles himself) points forward towards Quentin Tarantino’s tendency to pluck veteran actors from obscurity and use the fact of their history as a tonal element of the film’s texture. In this light, Welles becomes one of cinema’s first postmodernists in his conscious use of an exhausted mode to comment on exhaustion and to interrogate the limitations of genre and categories for determining how we interpret action.

While social, environmental, and cultural developments of the 1950s and early 1960s are undoubtedly factors for noir’s decline, just as such forces had contributed to its popularity in the first place, one cannot rule out the sheer aesthetic exhaustion that creeps in whenever the conventions and formulas of a style or genre become so familiar that the audience experiences conventions as only clichés, rather than as the particular details of story, character or cinematic form. As Janet Leigh’s character, Susan, says to the villainous Grandi to fend off his bullying tactics when they are first introduced, ‘You know what’s wrong with you, Mr. Grandi? You’ve been seeing too many gangster movies.’ Her comment offers an ironic, self-reflexive cue to the audience, letting them know Welles would be identifying and activating their expectations in order to reframe the familiar. When predictable tropes and conventions overwhelm the specifics of content, an audience sees not only the movie they are watching but seemingly every other version and iteration of that kind of movie they have ever seen, superimposed all at once. New tactics are crucial and necessary or the genre is simply done for.
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Welles’s film is more than the apotheosis or apex of a genre or style, however. If making a case for a stable category by which we can always identify a movie as being or not being noir is impossible, then Welles’s Touch of Evil deserves attention to its specific elements outside of genre considerations. Noir is the ladder, so to speak, that Welles uses to get viewers to climb to the place he wants them – once they reach it, the ladder is thrown away. Welles strives to have the viewers of Touch of Evil invest themselves in a dark sketch of the complexities of moral action and the limitations of our abilities to make choices free from ethical ramifications and consequences. In the film, the wrong people are right and the right people are wrong; every action is fraught with compromise. The thesis of the film can be located in something Vargas says to Quinlan, ‘A policeman’s job is only easy in a police state.’ No one has it easy in Touch of Evil, despite the corners Quinlan tries to cut.6 Derek Malcolm, writing for The Guardian about the film when the restored version appeared in 1999, observes, ‘Plenty of films may have made this point. But Touch Of Evil […] expresses it both more strongly and more delicately than most, because he lets us see both sides of the equation.’7

Touch of Evil, aside from any gestures it makes to the conventions of noir, also foregrounds what had ever been an abiding central focus of Welles’s work: the transition from one era to the next and a central figure of power or authority that fights that change with a cruel kind of violence, whether emotionally, physically or politically. Hank Quinlan, the main antagonist in Touch of Evil, employs all three of these tactics, sometimes all at once. It is perhaps the film’s focus on forms of cruelty that pass for moral action that places it beyond the constraints of thinking of it merely as a genre film, and is what makes it a classic of modern cinema.

Beginnings

The original script did in fact arise from a relatively successful conventional pulp novel published by Whit Masterson in 1956 titled Badge of Evil. ‘Masterson’ was the nom de plume used by the team of Robert Wade and Bill Miller, and together these two wrote more than thirty novels over their career, including the source text for what would become the 1964 Ann-Margret vehicle, Kitten with a Whip. It would be inaccurate to say Welles was ‘inspired’ by the novel, even if that text provided the original source material. In essence, the novel is what Welles used as an underlying suggestion or catalyst, but he felt no need to be particularly faithful to that source. In an interview with Peter Bogdanovich, Welles claims, probably sincerely, that not only had he not read the novel before making the movie, he was not sure he knew that there even was a novel that his film was supposedly adapting for the screen.8 From Badge of Evil, he used only what he wanted, and transformed the rest, such as changing the setting of events from San Diego to the very border of California and Mexico in the fictional town of ‘Los Robles’, and making Heston’s character into the Mexican detective Ramon Miguel ‘Mike’ Vargas, rather than the novel’s American protagonist Mitch Holt (in the novel, it is Vargas’s wife who is Mexican). Once Welles’s movie had appeared the novel itself would subsequently be retitled Touch of Evil, leaving no doubt as to which version had become the determining one. Generally speaking, the studio’s exchanging ‘touch’ for ‘badge’, was an apt decision. In the film, everyone is touched by evil, but not every character has a badge.

Unlike many of his films, Touch of Evil was not a project for which Welles had chosen to lobby. Badge of Evil had been proposed to Welles by the producer Alan Zugsmith for Universal Pictures, not the other way around. It had been ten years since Welles had directed a film in Hollywood. Although he had been working steadily as an actor, he had only directed two films of real substance – Othello (1952) and Mr. Arkadin (1956), the latter of which never seemed to finally have a sense of structure and so its distribution was minimal – and these were made cheaply and in Europe. Initially, Zugsmith, whose producing efforts tended to run towards the lurid and exploitative, had only wanted Welles to act in Touch of Evil – Welles’s reputation as a powerful screen presence was always separate from his reputation as a brilliant but foolhardy and, as studios saw him, perhaps even irresponsible director. By the end of the 1950s, just sixteen years after he first came to Hollywood to make a name for himself in the movies following his dazzling success in radio and theatre in New York, Welles was never a studio’s first or even second thought to hire as a director. Welles’s films – Citizen Kane, The Magnificent Ambersons (1942), The Lady from Shanghai and Macbeth (1948) – may have been critical successes to varying degrees, but they had not made much money for the studios. Only the underrated The Stranger (1946) constituted a palpable hit. As Charlton Heston, the ostensible star of Touch of Evil, tells the story, the producers were pushed into hiring Welles as a director by Heston himself, who in turn was being courted in order to provide the movie a marquee name. Heston was balking at accepting the role because he saw that potentially it would be merely a genre film. He believed someone like the great Orson Welles could bring an entirely new vision to the tired material on which the screenplay was based. Universal’s head of production, Edward Muhl, did hire Welles to direct, and soon, marshaling the considerable charm and determination that always made him a force to be reckoned with, Welles convinced the studio he should be allowed to rewrite the screenplay as well as direct and costar. ‘Orson seduces you in a marvelous way,’ Heston once explained in an interview. ‘You know he’s one of the most charming men in the world, if it’s important to him to be charming. He is, at minimum, interesting – but if it’s important to him to enlist your support, he is as charming a man as I’ve ever seen.’9 Welles wielded all his tools of persuasion to end his self-imposed exile from Hollywood and once again helm a picture under the aegis of a major studio. It would turn out to be that Touch of Evil was also the last film he ever made in Hollywood.
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There is, however, another version of the story of how Welles became involved in the production. In that version, Welles playfully challenged Zugsmith to give him the worst script that the producer had in his pile of prospects. Welles declared he would transform the weakest one into a strong screenplay, with the stipulation that he would then be able to direct it. Welles was handed the initial script for Badge of Evil adapted by Paul Monash. Until that point Monash had been primarily a writer for television and had, among many other things, written the pilot for The Untouchables (1959–1963). He would later go on to some success writing for movies as well. Years later, for instance, he would write the screenplay for the neo-noir classic starring Robert Mitchum, The Friends of Eddie Coyle (1973) adapted from the novel by George V. Higgins. Solidly talented as Monash may have been, he was no Orson Welles.

There is likely to be some truth in both versions of the story of how Welles became the film’s director – Welles had just worked for Zugsmith in Man in the Shadow (1957), a fairly perfunctory Western in which Welles played the heavy. By the same token, Zugsmith would produce in 1960 Sex Kittens Go to College, and it seems hard to believe that the script Welles had been given was, for instance, worse than that film’s.10 Heston, having recently achieved iconic status as Moses in Cecil B. DeMille’s Ten Commandments (1956) would have had real leverage with the studio in getting a say in who would direct the film. Welles understood the situation to be that Heston’s advocacy had been the result of a misunderstanding. Heston mistakenly thought what Zugsmith meant when he said that Welles would be involved was that Welles would direct and not just act in it. Regardless, the idea of getting Welles to return to the directorial chair in Hollywood after a decade-long absence would transform a well-received pulp novel into something much more than a genre picture; Heston clearly knew this. In seventeen days’ time, Welles completed his new draft of the screenplay.

The beginning of Welles’s work on a film was always at least as complicated as what happened when he finished one. Touch of Evil ultimately would be taken away from Welles by the studio before it was released because Muhl and other Universal executives were dismayed by what they saw in the film’s preliminary version. They felt the film was too obtuse in many places and wanted to add connective tissue around key scenes and believed that the audience would need the characters’ motivations to be much clearer. The movie was re-edited and some additional scenes, shot by another director, were inserted so as to smooth transitions.

Even though the studio took control of the project (which had also happened in 1942 with Welles’s The Magnificent Ambersons and in 1947 with The Lady from Shanghai) and made their small but significant changes, the fact that from beginning to end Touch of Evil is so evidently a Welles movie demonstrates just how powerfully distinctive Welles’s vision is. The movement of the camera, the complexity of the narrative frame, the knotted lives and knottier moralities of the characters, and the visual daring of each sequence – all these elements reveal what is quintessentially Welles’s sense of cinema. Even with the intrusion of other people’s hands, Touch of Evil stands as one of the three most significant films produced by one of cinema’s greatest artists. In whatever version, Touch of Evil is inarguably an Orson Welles film in its vision, its tone, in its formal innovations and with its thematic emphasis on the corrupting tendencies of power and authority, which may have been a hallmark of noir but was also just as apparent in, say, Citizen Kane or The Magnificent Ambersons. As the great François Truffaut once insisted, ‘You could remove Orson Welles’s name from the credits and it wouldn’t make any difference because from the first shot, beginning with the credits themselves, it’s obvious Citizen Kane is behind the camera.’11
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The story

A synopsis of Touch of Evil is not easy to offer since narrative digressions and parallel stories interweave and intersect, pulling the story in a variety of directions, seemingly all at once. As I will indicate in the next chapter, even the dazzling opening sequence, rightly one of the most famous in film history, keeps shifting visual focus so that it is hard to know what visual information ought to demand our attention most. Yet, it is useful to have a sense of the events that occur on screen before lingering over various moments, as we will do in subsequent chapters.

Touch of Evil begins with Heston’s Mike Vargas, star narcotics investigator in the Mexican government, and his new wife, Susan (played by Janet Leigh), crossing the border from Mexico into the United States in order to have a chocolate soda to celebrate the beginning of their honeymoon. Even at the time that would have seemed a bit naive. They are not exactly kids – Heston was 35 at the time and Leigh, 34. Just as they pass the border stop, a car explodes near them, and Vargas races to help investigate. In the car, we will come to find out, was Rudy Linnekar, a wealthy and influential businessman and his blonde mistress, who is described as a ‘nightclub dancer’. It quickly becomes clear that what happened was no accident – it was the result of a bomb going off in the car, and although the explosion occurred in the United States, the bomb was planted in Mexico, making it an international incident. Vargas, obviously both a conscientious as well as a politically ambitious detective, stays on to help with the case and Police Captain Hank Quinlan (Welles) will lead the investigation. As the story unfolds, Vargas eventually deduces that Quinlan, a hulking, slurring, morbidly obese figure with a limp and tragic past, and his partner, Pete Menzies (Joseph Calleia) planted evidence to ensure that their main suspect, Manolo Sanchez (played by Victor Millan) gets convicted. Vargas begins looking into Quinlan’s sordid career and discovers that it is likely that Quinlan has been framing suspects for years. Quinlan, seeing what Vargas is up to, conspires with Joe Grandi (Akim Tamiroff), head of a Mexican crime family that Vargas has been targeting, to ‘take care’ of Quinlan by abducting Susan Vargas, in order to use her as a pawn against her husband. In a tawdry hotel room, Grandi’s minions threaten her with sexual violence and torture, drug her so she believes that she has been violated, then frame her for narcotics possession and prostitution. Wanting to leave no loose threads, Quinlan strangles Grandi and leaves the body in the room with the unconscious Susan so that the murder is pinned on her.

Vargas realizes what Quinlan has done and just as he becomes undone, Menzies admits that he found Quinlan’s cane at the scene, indicating his partner’s involvement in framing the innocent Susan. Menzies consents to wearing a wire to get Quinlan’s confession on tape and heads to the brothel where Quinlan is biding his time, talking with his former flame, Tanya, played by Marlene Dietrich. Quinlan asks her to tell his future, but she tells him he hasn’t got any, that his ‘future’s all used up’. Stumbling out of the brothel, Quinlan runs into Menzies, who is being shadowed by Vargas. Listening in via the microphone Menzies has strapped to his body, Vargas follows at a distance. Menzies tries to get his partner to explain his actions and confess, as they head down to a canal surrounded by looming oil derricks and cross a bridge spanning the water, but Quinlan insists everything that happened, especially the murder of Grandi, was Vargas’s fault and that Quinlan had never framed anyone who wasn’t guilty. Quinlan realizes that Vargas, now hiding beneath the bridge, is listening in and shoots Menzies, then stumbles down to the water to confront Vargas and frame him for Menzies’s murder. They struggle, but Menzies, with a last breath, shoots his partner. Al Schwartz, a young assistant DA who has been aiding Vargas’s investigation of Quinlan, arrives at the bridge with Susan in tow. Vargas turns the evidence over to Schwartz and Schwartz informs him that Sanchez has confessed to Linnekar’s murder after all. Vargas and his wife leave as Schwartz replays the tape. Tanya appears at the scene and when Schwartz says that despite it all, Quinlan was a great detective, Tanya remarks, ‘and a lousy cop’, adding, ‘He was some kind of man,’ before concluding with a bleak question that is as much rhetorical as it is not, ‘What does it matter what you say about people?’

[image: images]

[image: images]

Some questions

The film’s parting question is a hard one to answer. If what we say does not matter, how else are we supposed to think about people? What would be the alternative? Are we meant to see the movie as suggesting only deeds, not words, ultimately matter? Wouldn’t that justify Quinlan’s actions? In short, what she says is clearly important, but how are we to take her question? Indeed, I would argue that Dietrich’s line is really the argument of the movie. Or I should say that it is the argument that Touch of Evil is having with itself, and perhaps that is why it remains an open question.

In numerous ways, the narrative beats of the source novel, Badge of Evil, provided just the very set of constraints that Welles worked within to create a film that transcends genre. Indeed, for many people, Touch of Evil is a film about the crossing of boundaries, set as it is at the very border of Mexico and the United States. But it is the very idea of boundaries – political, cultural, social and moral – that the film confronts, showing such distinctions to be just convenient fictions. Even the dialogue overlaps, with characters frequently talking directly over one another making it hard to discern what each is saying. In its way, the film doesn’t close off any category so much as bring into question the role of categories for organizing action and experience. If Touch of Evil makes use of noir conventions, it does so merely to subvert audience expectation and make them aware of how expectation can predetermine judgement, which is one of the main themes of the movie. Perhaps in that way it serves as noir’s epitaph.

In much the same way, in Welles’s film boundaries and borders are largely fictional constructs that people want to believe in, but it is shown again and again that such dividing lines remain ever permeable and, in their own way, distinctly unreliable, especially when not everyone gives assent to the restraint, whether self-imposed or policed by outside authority, upon which borders depend. Like any powerful meditation on power, desire and self-destruction, the film uses some familiar film noir tropes and conventions simply as a way to acclimate the audience, yet soon enough viewers are left without clear guidance as to how to think or feel about what they are witnessing and experiencing. That fluidity begins with the film’s opening shot, which swoops past walls and over rooftops, stalks the characters, and disorients the viewers, all while its perspective places us simultaneously outside as well as inside the action, as if to suggest that we only discover boundaries by going past them.


2 Filming Evil

A film is never really good unless the camera is an eye in the head of a poet.

—Orson Welles

‘At eight o’clock on a clear Saturday evening late in January, there occurred an explosion that was destined to shake the whole state of California.’ So begins Badge of Evil, the 1956 novel published by Robert Allison Wade and H. Bill Miller using their collaborative pseudonym, Whit Masterson. As an opening line for a generally engaging potboiler, it is clever enough. All the elements are there: the one-sentence paragraph pointedly announces the ironic tension between the context of a clear California night and the sudden intrusion of an act of extreme violence that will have deep, lasting implications at a variety of political and personal levels. More specifically, however, the explosion is generated by a bundle of dynamite dropped through the window of Rudy Linnekar’s cabana. Linnekar, the novel tells us rather dispassionately in its hardboiled way, ‘was destroyed as the yellow blast flashed through his cabana’. The sentence and its foreshadowing are meant to compel the reader ahead into the paragraphs that follow. We will see, as that first sentence suggests, that the act of violence will reach into the world of politics, signalled by reference to the state of California (a political entity) rather than, say, simply the region of California. The novel does explore how sudden violence – the murder of a business owner/real estate developer – becomes the thread that leads the novel’s protagonist, Mitch Holt, as well as the book’s readers, into the seedy underbelly of California law enforcement. With that process of investigation clearly the focus, by the novel’s third paragraph the action already transfers readers away from the scene of the crime to a district attorney’s office where we are introduced to Mitch Holt.

The location in which we first meet Holt is wholly different from the much more intense first encounter with Vargas that Touch of Evil’s audience is afforded: Vargas is a first-hand witness at the scene of the crime (as is his new bride), only barely escaping being caught in the explosion himself. The novel neither lingers over the scene of that explosion nor develops a sense of suspense. Looking again at the verbs, we see that the very language of the novel’s precipitating event (‘there occurred’, ‘was destined’, ‘was destroyed’) remains passive, distant. Whatever tension there is derives from the plot rather than the language itself. In Welles’s Touch of Evil, the opening moment of violence, directly or indirectly, touches everyone we see and even the film’s formal elements bear its traces.

The long shot

The opening of Touch of Evil is more than an adaptation or variation of how Badge of Evil begins; Welles’s vision is predicated upon a profoundly different aesthetic sensibility than that of the novel’s collaborative authors.1 Rather than reporting or presenting tension as exposition, the film seeks to enact the conflict through formal devices, absorbing the viewer as directly as possible into the filmic text. So different is the film’s opening from the source novel that it immediately illustrates how the novel provided little more than a sketch for what Welles’s screenplay would become. Perhaps it is better to describe the novel as just a catalyst for Welles’s imagination, though since he claimed not to have any substantive knowledge of Badge of Evil, it would be more accurate to say that Welles sought to adapt to his own vision not the novel but rather the initial screenplay provided by Monash.2

According to scholar John Stubbs, Monash’s script begins, as the novel does, with the explosion occurring in Linnekar’s cabana, though in Monash’s version, the stripper girlfriend is also present at the scene.3 Nevertheless, the difference between the two respective openings might have had at least one wry effect on its contemporary audiences: anyone drawn to the movie theatre specifically to see an adaptation of the popular novel would have felt immediately disoriented by the discrepancy between what they had read and what they were seeing on screen. In that way, to any audience member who might have thought otherwise, Welles asserts an authoritative – if not authorial – claim on the material in its on-screen iteration. More importantly, however, the opening shot demonstrates Welles’s brilliance in terms of what he is able to present in a compressed initial gesture. What Touch of Evil’s opening accomplishes narratively and technically has made it one of the most famous in cinematic history – and for good reasons. The opening is not the only impressively long and complicated shot in Touch of Evil, nor is it even Welles’s favourite in the film. He would come to feel it too flashy, too insistent on foregrounding cinematic technique. That is a surprising hesitation coming from Welles, in that so much of the film makes style and technique visible. James Naremore, one of the finest commentators on Welles’s films, argues, ‘while the story and fetishistic imagery work to stimulate the audience’s involvement, the sheer eccentricity of Welles’s technique […] often demands to be appreciated for its own sake as the “author’s” artifice’.4 These tendencies need not be mutually exclusive, however. Nevertheless, the opening is able to distil much of the movie’s thematic and formal, if not philosophical and aesthetic, concerns into a three and a half minute visual tour de force that offers the audience a quintessential experience of what cinema can offer.

Welles’s opening shot climaxes simultaneously with a kiss between Vargas and Susan, his new bride, and the explosion of Linnekar’s car, thereby linking sex and violence as well as perhaps signalling the charged attitudes surrounding a mixed race couple. Both of these elements (sexual as well as racial tension) reverberate throughout the film and are made all the more complex by the way that Welles utilizes various kinds of irony. The irony implicates the viewer just as it destabilizes the moral ground of the various protagonists. Welles’s sense of irony may have been his most powerful narrative ability, and is often underestimated by critics and scholars. For instance, in the course of the film, the kiss is the closest that Mike and Suzy come to consummating their new marriage. Throughout Touch of Evil, their intimacy is perpetually deferred. As we will learn, Linnekar is killed because of his own efforts to keep his daughter, Marcia, and her Mexican boyfriend, Manolo Sanchez, apart. The parallel between the two couples is taut. Moreover, Sanchez will end up going to jail for murder, thereby ensuring by his own hand that he and Linnekar’s daughter will ever be kept apart. All this irony is triggered, so to speak, by the detonation of the homemade bomb. A great deal leads up to that explosive moment, however, even though it comes three and a half minutes into the film. Those minutes sound like a relatively short amount of time, but what Welles includes makes it feel like the densest section of Touch of Evil.
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The movie begins, after the requisite display of the Universal International Studios’ twirling globe, with a torso-level close up of a man who holds in his hands what is clearly a crude explosive device made of a bundle of dynamite connected to a kitchen timer, flashlight batteries, and electrical tape; it’s no professional job we are about to see. With another touch of fraught irony (irony that will not be apparent until later) this glimpse of the bomb offers visual evidence that eventually lets the viewer know Quinlan’s intuition was correct from the very beginning. But this is all yet to come.

In the very first seconds of the film, the man’s torso turns so that the device is presented directly to the audience – almost as if for approval – while the man’s other hand reaches and sets the timer to exactly three minutes and thirty seconds. With this small move, we are made knowing subjects, and Welles thereby implicates the viewer in the violence that is to come. We know, just as this murderous figure knows, not only that the bomb will explode but also exactly how much time will pass before it will go off. What builds suspense is although we do not know why the bomb has been planted or who will be injured or murdered when it detonates, we are all too aware of how long is left. Welles underscores the acute and persistent awareness of the time bomb through the brilliant use of Henry Mancini’s score, which begins with the percussing of bongo drums so as to evoke, by way of a Latin-inflected syncopation appropriate to the setting of a Mexican-American border town, the ticking of a clock.
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Before going further with an analysis of this opening shot, it is worth asking a question that has no easy answer: is the tension that Welles builds in his audience born of fear or anticipation? It may be an admixture of both, of course, but that portion of anticipation becomes a self-reflexive comment on noir thrillers and their audiences. We know from the history-making staging of an alien invasion in his infamous 1938 War of the Worlds radio broadcast that vaulted him into national prominence, Welles was a deft manipulator of audiences through the creation of suspense. Yet, in Touch of Evil, the gesture he makes to the audience gathered for his film noir suggests Welles is nodding to the fact that he is going to give the audience what it wants, give it what it came for: violence. That complex set of feelings could make us consider if we consciously or unconsciously want the bomb to explode, once we know that the timer is set. The audience does keep watching to see where the device will go off. Alfred Hitchcock, Welles’s near contemporary would walk that line sedulously and explicitly in Psycho (1960), which appeared just two years after Touch of Evil. With Psycho, however, Hitchcock is much more focused on Norman Bates’s fractured psychology and the intimation that everyone has such potential for violence (‘we all go a little mad sometimes’, Bates demurely avers). Welles, on the other hand, uses his film in part to explore self-reflexively the psyche of a moviegoer who chooses to see the violent thrillers that characterized the noir genre. In this way, the audience also could be said to be glimpsing its own touch of evil, its own collective desire to make cruelty a spectacle.

Once Welles establishes the prospect of an inevitable violence, things are set into inexorable motion. As the figure starts at the sound of a laughing couple walking down an alleyway, the camera swings away from the figure so that we can better see the couple. In that switch of focus the figure dashes down the side of a building to a fancy convertible, lifts the car’s trunk and drops the bomb inside. He skitters out of the shot and as the couple moves into view the camera now lifts up, surprisingly, as a crane shot, moving skyward over the building so that we can more easily follow the car once the couple get in and start to drive off. As we follow the car and the camera swoops over buildings and down into traffic, the point of view stays always ahead of the car. Sometimes the convertible drops back, sometimes it pulls forward, sometimes it is momentarily delayed, but still it keeps moving forward, just as the camera stays in motion. Even as other cars, people, animals, and the general ebb and flow of a busy night in a border town enter into the frame, we never quite lose sight of the Linnekar’s convertible. Because the visual sequence is one continuous tracking shot, it does not allow the audience to break its gaze; the camera never cuts or blinks, it never gives respite from the unseen clock counting down to zero. The audience consequently can never lose its awareness that the cinematic time is moving in real time. That is one of the paradoxes of the opening shot: it is because the camera moves so gracefully over the space of the streets and alleys of Los Robles, keeping the foreground as well as the background in focus, that the audience becomes so conscious of the experience of time elapsing, second by second.
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If time is a central experience of Welles’s opening shot, so too is space. The Spanish novelist Jorge Luis Borges once described Welles’s Citizen Kane rather critically as ‘a labyrinth with no center’.5 Welles, arguably, would take that description as not only a challenge but as an existential condition worth investigating, at least in his latter two studio films. Certainly the plotlines of The Lady from Shanghai and Touch of Evil are labyrinthine in their complexity. The Lady from Shanghai, after all, stages its climactic confrontation in a funhouse mirror maze with the main characters shooting at reflections indiscriminately. In Touch of Evil, the streets and alleys of Los Robles, the city’s strip clubs and flophouses, its aqueducts and stagnant river, its oil-derrick dotted outskirts, together take on such an effect of twisting and turning that viewers would likely be unable to map the town’s layout even though we are given various sequences that move across sightlines and offer an elevated perspective. The lumbering Quinlan, bloated, misshapen and id-driven, serves undeniably as the Minotaur of Los Robles. Even from the beginning, however, the camera’s movements reveal that the action of Touch of Evil happens in a space without a centre.

Charles Hingham writes in his 1970 overview of Welles’s oeuvre, ‘Touch of Evil shares with the best of Welles’s films the evocation of a fully enclosed world of the imagination.’6 Indeed, the initial tracking over buildings and through the streets visually enacts a theme in the film: that all divisions are porous, all boundaries arbitrary and nothing is fixed. As the film progresses, it even becomes increasingly difficult to tell the difference between Mexico and the United States, as distinctions are blurred, and Welles establishes this even in these opening moments. Even the primary shooting location contributes to the prevailing disorientation. Welles had wanted to shoot on location in an actual border town, an idea at which the Studio balked. It is not evident whether the Studio’s hesitancy arose because the executives were being mindful of costs or because they wanted the notoriously maverick director to be close enough that producers could keep an eye on him. In any event, Welles settled on Venice, California, a town just fifteen miles west of Los Angeles, as the stand-in location. At the turn of the century the city had been developed as a beach resort town with bridges, arcades and canals so as to evoke Italy’s famous city. By the 1950s, however, the town had been absorbed by Los Angeles and had become a down-on-its-heels neighbourhood. It was home to various groups of immigrants and young, artsy beatniks. Although by then the canals and bridges were gone, the city was still haunted by Venetian architecture, such that the streets and crumbling arcades lend an ambience of the uncanny as the movie’s events transpire, the background always evoking various other places but never definitively Latin American, American or European in its style and structure. The film somehow conjures these influences and cultures all as flickering ghosts but in fallen, corrupt versions. In just this way, the camera in Touch of Evil moves across cultural space as well as historic time.

We will lose that sense of space through much of the rest of the film, as Welles and his cinematographer, Russell Metty, will ultimately crowd many scenes with visual information and dissonance, filling the frame to its edges. Throughout this first shot, however, there are knots of people and a general liveliness to things. People seem happy and friendly and the music that pops in and out as the car moves through the streets is brash and energetic. This changes. After the explosion and throughout the rest of Touch of Evil, the streets seem largely deserted, the wind springs up unexpectedly, trash blows across the screen like tumbleweeds in a clumsy western, and characters are filmed in low angles and with wide lenses so they appear too close, too big. After the initial opening shot, thus, everything begins to feel closed off and claustrophobic, echoing the ways that the characters themselves seem more and more trapped by circumstances and consequences. For Quinlan in particular, his past closes in around him. In contrast to much of the rest of the film, this dynamic, travelling wide shot, however, allows the viewer to get his or her bearings on a widened landscape.

Welles heightens the sense of movement in his opening shot by relying on diegetic sounds to provide depth of action. Rather than creating a separate score, Welles wanted the music to come from source cues. As the camera moves, sounds of the cantinas and other cars, voices and street noises, all flow into and then out of range as the camera moves. When Linnekar starts up his convertible, we are aware of the song playing on its radio (an upbeat but jagged composition with horns blazing), and this music displaces or subsumes the rhythmic pattern of the bongos, which has begun to sound more like the ambient music of that part of the city.7 Henry Mancini, the composer who provided the film’s score, barely spoke to the director as he worked on the music but was guided by a long letter Welles sent while filming. The letter detailed very specifically what he wanted, which was a great deal of rock and roll and Latin jazz. Mancini, who believed the score of Touch of Evil to be among his finest work, explained Welles’s sense of the role music plays in the film,

Orson Welles had a perception of everything in the film, including the music. He knew. He truly understood film scoring. And since he was making a grimly realistic film, I think he reasoned that even the music had to be rooted in reality. And that meant it all had to come from the story itself; it would have to be source cues.8

While one could debate that rock and roll or jazz are ‘more rooted in reality’, what Mancini composed did have a grittiness and freneticism that helped the mood Welles sought to establish and suited the locale so as to lend some authenticity to the visuals.

This song on the car’s radio tells us that the characters are in the mood to party (a relevant fact in that it provides some subtext), but it also allows the audience to follow the vehicle and be aware of its relative distance or proximity even when it slips away from the centre of the camera’s focus. Welles gradually adds more and more visual as well as aural information, which makes the shot decidedly dynamic and complicated and it does become harder to keep the car the primary focus. Yet, for all the information and distraction that Welles lets into the frame of the opening shot, he also allows the audience to track what should be the centre of attention: the location of the bomb. As the car moves through the arcade-flanked streets, pedestrians, other cars, traffic cops, pushcarts and even animals are gradually added to the activity of the streets. These figures and vehicles cut across the boulevard while policemen tweet their whistles and direct the traffic. Every time Linnekar stops or slows, we have to wonder if that is the place where the detonation will occur. As the homemade bomb continues to count down – Welles never crudely cuts back to the clock so we don’t actually see the device again, but the seconds tick away in our imagination – it becomes more and more evident that the car’s explosion might kill not only the car’s passengers, which naturally increases the suspense the audience feels.

Thus far I have been referring to Linnekar by name, but of course at the film’s outset we have no idea who the people in the car might be, technically speaking. Only near the end of the shot that follows do we learn the victims’ names. The audience barely saw the faces of the car’s passengers even when they got into the vehicle. All we can tell is that they are dressed somewhat glamorously. I mention this because it does matter in this opening shot what Welles lets the audience know and what he holds back. We are meant to be concerned for the passengers of the car, though we do not actually know them. That empathy can only go so far. Welles finds a way, however, of making that tension and fear – the mix of apprehension and anticipation – more personal by putting in danger someone whom the audience already knows.

At roughly the 1:30 mark a couple enters the frame and the camera swings back down, then zooms closer so that these two people walking together are at the centre of the screen. It takes a few seconds for it to become clear that we are seeing Janet Leigh and Charlton Heston, both looking effortlessly attractive and poised as they stroll purposely forward. Now, technically the two actors are in character, and yet Welles makes use of their celebrity: at first, all we know is that we recognize this couple as being a pair of well-known, beautiful actors. The audience does not know them as characters yet: there is initially little information that we are given that could allow viewers to differentiate the figures we see from whom we in fact take them to be: the two celebrities, Leigh and Heston. It will be another minute before they interact with others, which will at that point help to create the fictive context by which Leigh and Heston are transformed from Hollywood celebrities into Miguel and Susan Vargas. The effect of holding back a context that defines these two actors within their roles is twofold. For one, Welles uses their immediate recognizability in order to catch the audience’s attention and thus pull focus, however momentarily, from the car and its bomb. On screen, we see the fateful car pass these two people and then it leaves the frame for thirty seconds. In this time, the audience can linger with the beauty of the couple, actors already familiar to them. Welles seemingly lets that distraction set in just long enough to let the viewer develop anew a relationship with Heston and Leigh. Yet, in time the couple again passes by Linnekar’s car, in one of its many points of being slowed by the street traffic while the couple strolls. Because the convertible reappears, we then realize that by their very presence, this beautiful couple – for whom we already feel attraction, admiration and familiarity – is now in mortal danger. This too indicates how carefully Welles has crafted this opening – he recalibrates the tension at just the point when the viewer might have become inured to it. By placing these two recognizable people in direct danger, the director builds the possibility for the further investment of empathy. In other words, because viewers know these two people – Leigh and Heston – the members of the audience are now even more likely to worry about what may happen to them, whereas the driver and his passenger still do not have identities at this point. For the next minute or so Linnekar’s car trails behind them, periodically stopped by pedestrians and general traffic. It is almost as if the bomb is now pursuing our protagonists, though obviously they are not the intended targets.
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Incidentally, this trope of following (rather than chasing) established in the beginning occurs throughout the film: for instance, one of Grandi’s thugs follows Vargas in order to try and kill him with a bottle of acid; Grandi follows Suzy to a motel in the desert; and in the final sequence of the film, Vargas follows Quinlan in an attempt to record a confession from the crooked cop. In some sense, these all add up to the way that Quinlan’s past is following him and, at the end of the film, catches up to him definitively.

It is at 2:30 that Leigh and Heston are asked their names and we find out who their respective characters are. Interestingly, this happens when they reach the border guards, who ask if they are American citizens. Leigh answers that she is and then corrects the guard when he calls her ‘Miss.’ ‘Missus,’ she insists. Instead of saying he is Mexican, Heston instead offers, ‘The name is Vargas,’ which apparently signifies his nationality, but not solely: he also hands over his passport. Certainly Vargas’s complete lack of an accent wouldn’t obviously convey his citizenship. The guards instantly recognize his name, however, and in a succinct bit of exposition they indicate that he is a law enforcement superstar known on both sides of the border. They are so taken by this ‘celebrity’, they momentarily ignore the convertible that tries to cross to the United States at just the same moment. When the guards do engage the couple in the car, we at last learn Linnekar’s name and learn that the guards know him well. It is as if in that moment the structures of the law authorize identity since that is the moment when these characters are asked to produce identification. Just as the guards are checking Linnekar’s credentials and asking his date if she is an American citizen, we have another moment of wry, double-edged irony. This is further complicated by the fact that we learn Linnekar’s name just moments before he is killed. Welles humanizes him. Zita, on the other hand, never actually answers the question or produces a passport, and we will only find out her name later, and almost in passing. Perhaps this is because as an American stripper who performs in Mexico, she is a sex worker and somewhat outside of the law. Or perhaps the fact that Zita’s passport is never checked simply reveals the pull that Linnekar has. He is above the law, and anyone with him is protected from the authorities.
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Instead of identifying herself, Zita complains worriedly about a ‘ticking noise’ in her head. The guards just wave the car ahead. In terms of the narrative, one has to wonder why she would neurotically mention this to the border guards – after all, they are not doctors. On the one hand, the audience is apt to realize that, as pretty as she is, Zita isn’t exactly bright. And would she actually be able to hear the ticking coming from the trunk despite all the environmental noise? Not likely, but on the other hand we know what the noise is, and Zita, as a kind of proxy, reminds the audience members, if they have managed to forget, that the clock is still ticking down and is about to go off. The ticking is going on in the minds of the viewers. Nevertheless, we see a first moment of cruel indifference to her plight. Neither Linnekar nor the guards even listen to her. Had they done so, had they done their jobs, had they cared, they might have found the bomb.

The car speeds off screen and the camera swings around again to centre on the almost impossibly attractive Mike and Suzy Vargas. He takes her in his arms as coda to her noting this is the first time they have been in ‘her’ country together. Just as they embrace, we hear the bomb explode. Mike and Suzy whip their heads in the direction of the sound and, as the camera jumps to the car engulfed in flames, we get the first cut in the film.
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At this point, the texture of the scene changes radically. Instead of the elegant swooping camera that established the opening minutes, there is an abrupt change to a handheld camera as the area surrounding the explosion plunges into chaos. Vargas and Susan rush towards the burning wreckage, which tells us something about both of them – that they are equally strong willed. The camera jitters and shifts and while still moving, the actors seem to race towards it. To get the shot, the cameraman must have been running blindly backwards, making what we see all the more disorienting. Vargas meanwhile insists that Susan head back to the hotel as he makes it clear that he will need to lend a hand in the investigation. He knows the car came from Mexico, even if the explosion happened in the United States. Fire and smoke fill the screen and a nearby fountain burns like a funeral pyre and everywhere sirens blare and people run about madly, yelling indeterminately. The odd angles and quick cuts of the sequence reveal the self-consciously stylized gestures that will characterize the rest of the film. This style, in the ways that the form is always employed to visually manifest the content, smacks of the influence of German expressionism that Welles consistently denied he had. In marrying the chaos of fire and smoke with these striking angles and sounds, Welles clearly is trying to evoke an image of hell. With the bomb’s detonation the very texture and pace of the film completely changes – the taut elegance of the long first shot is replaced by ugliness and havoc. Even the narrative fractures: henceforth Susan and Mike will have divergent but parallel story threads. Welles manifests this by his intercutting the scenes where she goes back to Mexico (and is accosted by Uncle Joe Grandi, Vargas’s nemesis, and his quietly menacing nephew) with Mike’s experiences of the crime scene. Out of this chaos Quinlan will appear, as if summoned by the violence, and with his appearance the film changes again. Touch of Evil descends into an aestheticized ugliness.

[image: images]
		
[image: images]
			
Soon, a car pulls up and Quinlan steps out, lurching and bloated, hardly a knight in shining armour. He is a direct contrast to the handsome, slim Vargas. The angles now are all low and the camera is so close that Quinlan and his colleagues overwhelm the frame, becoming horribly grotesque and leering, especially as they stand over Linnekar’s charred remains, a specific depiction of which the audience is spared. This perspective will be echoed later in the film, when the gang of young Grandi family toughs step into Susan’s motel room one by one and surround her while she lies, vulnerable, in bed, wearing a notably chaste nightgown. Welles, in both moments, allows the audience to see things from the point of view of the victims. This identification with the victims contrasts with the anticipation felt in the beginning, when the audience cannot help but wait for the bomb to go off. Welles creates the anticipation of violence, but he also presents the consequences.

Realism and expressionism

I have lingered so long over this opening shot and the sequence that immediately follows in part because the shot, rightly influential, deserves such careful attention. We have seen how, in many ways, it offers the themes and concerns of the movie in miniature, but it also reveals just how Welles is attuned to narrative structure and the very visuality of cinema. As both screenwriter and director he capitalizes on these elements to guide and shape the audience’s experiences. It is a shot duly worth its place in history. Yet, this is not the only long shot in the film: there are others. In fascinating ways, Welles uses the very same method to quite different ends, and the contrast presents how Welles wanted to make the film as capacious as he could. While noir is often seen as a genre that strives for a heightened realism, Welles uses realism as a texture within a more expressionistic aesthetic vision. In other words, Welles uses realism not mimetically but rather as a mode of involving the audience directly. In doing this, Welles blurs the boundaries between the mode of expressionism and the mode of realism. While this is true across Welles’s entire body of work, in Touch of Evil this mixing of cinematic discourses has an additional impact: it enacts aesthetically what is occurring politically and culturally on screen. The admixture of filmic styles makes the screen a liminal space, a metaphoric contact zone, an epistemological Los Robles.
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There are two scenes of relatively lengthy duration that might be pointed to as cases in which Welles uses technique to evoke realism. Just after a long pair of scenes (one of which I will discuss presently) Vargas and a colleague get into Vargas’s car and drive through the streets of Los Robles. In filming this shot, Welles created a technical innovation by mounting a camera on the hood and removing the dashboard so that the audience gets to experience the conversation as the characters move through space. We see the buildings flashing behind the car and the air moves over their features, mussing their hair. The motion makes the scene seem that much more emphatic because the action happens as part of the chaotic environment of Los Robles, which heretofore had not been the case in Hollywood films when characters were seen speaking together in cars. The standard convention had been the use of rear projection to simulate a vehicle in motion, which generally suggests a seam between the projected space and the idealized interior space of the vehicle. Welles developed his technique – he was among the first to film a conversation in an actually moving car in this way – so that the distance between reality and cinema collapses. In essence, we see the ways that the characters and even their dialogue are not separated from an environment but take place within an uncontrolled space, unlike the space that a studio lot provides. The studio lot offers an idealized space that is merely the backdrop for action. In Touch of Evil, the actions of the characters occur in ways that cannot be separated from their specific environment and context.
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The car is not the only place where we see Welles employing a clear realism towards expressivist ends. At an hour into the film, Vargas meets with the American District Attorney and the Chief of Police in his hotel in order to start to raise questions about Quinlan’s conduct. The group moves through the hotel and then steps into the elevator. Because the space is too small for everyone, Vargas says he’ll ‘take the stairs’ since the floor that his room is on is only two flights up. The camera in the elevator is a handheld and when the elevator starts to ascend, the conversation continues in what seems an especially cramped and confined area, with the actors appearing as if they are nearly pushing against the frame of the screen. The awkwardness of the mise en scène reinforces the awkwardness of the conversation.
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When the lift arrives at the correct floor, Vargas appears at the door and helps open it. We know, again, that what we saw happened in real time: the conversation, Vargas racing up flights of stairs – it all unfolded directly in front of the audience’s eyes, with no editing or tricks. This increases the feeling that the audience is also trapped in small spaces and that it, too, moves in space, even though the film’s audience is in reality in a space of the movie theatre (or, later, living room) somewhere outside of what it sees. Through the effects of realism, Welles presents an experience of movement and time as fluid and sustained. Welles avoids any reliance on direct cuts, which would foreground the fact that what the audience is experiencing comes by way of such cinematic tools. Welles’s films absorb their audience while also making sure they never lose sight of the fact that there are cinematic elements guiding and shaping experience. We might read this as a formal echo of the way Vargas is hoping to show just how Quinlan has been manipulating his superiors. Again, Welles reveals his mechanisms by hiding them, so to speak, in plain sight.

Of course, such scenes as the elevator and that dialogue in the moving car are in contrast to the film’s overarching expressionism that often evokes a much more subjective perspective. Just as the film wrestles with two conflicting viewpoints – the one represented by Vargas and the other by Quinlan – Welles uses realism and expressionism against one another, thereby heightening conflict and never allowing the film to determine its mode of representation. The argument, one might say, is that realism is always as constructed as expressionism: there is no one aesthetic mode closer than any other to being fully empirical and thus more definitive, more authoritative. Vargas and Quinlan each think they are the realist, yet neither is. Even law and justice are always a cloudy mix of evidence and experience.

Interrogating space

Although the continuousness of the opening shot is expansive, inclusive, Welles uses the same technique to create nearly the opposite effect later in the film when he needs to evoke a feeling that the characters are trapped in a contracted space, and the perspective is one that informs the audience’s experience as well. The scene in which Quinlan and his men search Sanchez’s apartment, interrogating him as they do so, is a continuous, travelling shot that lasts just over four minutes. According to Heston, Welles set up the shot on the very first day of filming, which was an audacious move, given just how complex the scene is.9 The action all takes place within Sanchez’s three-room apartment, which we come to learn he shares with Marcia Linnekar and which, we gather, she pays for out of her trust fund. The camera remains at a low angle and tracks across the whole of the apartment as both Vargas and Quinlan interact with Sanchez and lawyers, officers, and detectives; these characters all move throughout the continuous frames of the moving shot. This scene presents the overlapping of dialogue at its best, and it becomes difficult to find the central axis of action among the set of rooms. Everything happens at once.

In the course of this scene, Vargas steps into the bathroom to wash his hands and knocks a shoebox into the bathtub. Later, that very shoebox is where Quinlan will plant the evidence: dynamite stolen from one of Linnekar’s construction sites. The audience’s attention, and perhaps sympathies, is split between the opposing poles of Vargas and Quinlan. That opposition is often visually manifested on the screen, throughout the scene, yet there are moments when the distance between their positions may not be so great. While the camera stays on the conversation Vargas has in the bathroom with Assistant District Attorney Al Schwartz (played by Mort Mills) about the possibility that the suspect could be innocent, we hear in the background the sounds of Quinlan (or one of his minions) hitting the suspect, trying to get a confession out of him. Vargas never intercedes.
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As expansive as the opening long shot is, as inclusive, comprehensive and seamless as it is, the long shot in Sanchez’s apartment cannot help but create a sense of claustrophobia, not only in the ways that it presents the tightly enclosed space of a small apartment but in regards to the size of the personalities moving about in that space. Although the camerawork formally recalls the opening, the scene in the apartment is the more challenging shot, however, because the camera needs to move so closely to the action. We might call the camera’s movements (dollying and panning across the three rooms) balletic, though it is never quite as fluid as the opening shot. Still, because the camera is in such a cramped space, everything that needs to happen must do so with clear precision if it is to stay in frame and in sync with the rest of the action happening on screen. For instance, Heston, as Vargas, must knock over the empty box in a way that seems believably accidental, and the camera must be able to keep it all on screen. The long shot reveals the interconnectedness of events, revealing a chain of causality accruing over time.

Welles explained to Peter Bogdanovich that he actually preferred the shot in Sanchez’s apartment to the one that begins the film. He felt the opening was ‘one of those shots that shows the director making a “great shot,” and I think great shots should conceal themselves a bit’.10 Paradoxically, Welles ‘conceals’ the technical achievement by presenting so much activity as the shot unfolds that the visual and narrative information building from moment to moment prevents the viewer from being able to notice that everything happens without a single cut. In other words, Welles makes sure that the audience is caught up in the narrative, and the tight compaction of the movements and sounds allows for no seams. A cut would allow there to be a beat or caesura, allowing for an opportunity to think. This again is a way that Welles is trying to make the film’s form enact the psychological reality of what is occurring on screen. That is to say, much like the way that the character Sanchez is prevented by his interrogators from having time to think or respond, Welles doesn’t allow the viewer a way out of the scene either. Dialogue, actions and reactions, all pile on top of one another, making the scene that much more claustrophobic. When Vargas briefly escapes the intensity of the interrogation and search to go across the street and call Suzy to make sure she is safe, the respite is a welcome one.

The long shot Welles utilizes in the apartment also forces all the characters’ reactions to be present on screen simultaneously. Welles does not signal a hierarchy of reactions by cutting from one face to another by way of a structure of shots that would signal unmistakably which character is meant to provide the real moral authority in the situation. There is a compelling side effect to this simultaneity as well. Because Welles and his cinematographer cannot reset the lights from moment to moment, despite the fact that the apartment was not an actual location but was a set on the studio lot, it means that the characters are not all consistently lit. Thus, as characters move into the light and their features become very defined, others at that same moment fall under shadows and become less visually distinctive. The result is that in this scene we cannot be sure who is clear and who is ‘in the dark’, who is morally right and who is benighted.

This moving back and forth between the two principle figures – Quinlan and Vargas – is most powerfully represented in a moment when Sanchez appeals to Vargas, his fellow Mexican, for help and protection from Quinlan. Sanchez, a relatively short man, stands between Vargas and Quinlan, his face in profile as he speaks to Vargas in Spanish. Quinlan intercedes and insists that they keep the discussion in English. Vargas says it’s ‘alright with me’ and as he speaks this line he crosses over the screen and stands by Welles. They are in that moment literally on the same side. He then steps back, allowing Quinlan to begin his interrogation, and turns around, but Quinlan stops him and tells him to stay close. Vargas then says something to Sanchez in Spanish, and at this point his features are obscured by shadow. Quinlan asserts himself and even slaps Sanchez for answering Vargas in Spanish. Vargas steps forward out of the shadow and towards the front of the screen, as he reasserts his presence and his authority.

[image: images]
		
Welles allows these contrasts of light and shadow to be a factor in how the viewers experience the uncertain authority of the main characters on screen. In this way, the light is not simply some part of what might be called ‘noir ambience’, but is in fact a dynamic, even legible element in the scene, changing as the characters – specifically the slim, dapper Vargas and the bloated, clumsy Quinlan – use their bodies to establish or vie for dominance, and Sanchez, a short, small-framed man, is simply caught between these powers larger than himself, just as he had been cast aside by Linnekar, who tried to force Sanchez out of his daughter’s life. The shadows reveal how the bodies demonstrate their own grammar of power. For Welles, style is not merely the ornament of a plot or story – style is the very enactment of pathos, of struggle, between certainty and doubt, light and shadow, between strength and weaknesses, between the weight of reason and the touch of evil.
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3 ‘What You Say About People’

About suffering they were never wrong, / The old Masters.

—W.H. Auden

In 1998, writing on the release of the film’s reconstruction, Anthony Lane, critic for The New Yorker, begins a brief essay on Touch of Evil by writing,

The trouble with movies today, as I never tire of hearing, is the sick violence, exhibitionist camerawork, and crazy cutting – all in all, the overwhelming sensation that substance is itself being overwhelmed by style. There is some justice to this thesis, but consider Touch of Evil […]; it displays all the above qualities in copious measure, yet remains, by common consent, a remarkable movie.1

These complaints about the excesses of contemporary cinema Lane briefly catalogues are arguably even more apt now than when that piece originally appeared. It may be the case, however, that similar concerns are perpetually voiced, from generation to generation, as films continue to press past established aesthetic experiences in order to activate the audience’s senses through formal experimentation, to jar them in ways intended to resensitize (presumably) already desensitized viewers. One of the benefits of both exploitation cinema (at its best) as well as avant-garde cinema is the discovery of how to go past conventions and norms in order to expand the realms, formally, narratively, of what is available to the art form. Touch of Evil, drawing elements from both exploitation and experimental film as it does, is not what we might now call explicitly graphic either in its level of violence or even in the ways that, say, Susan Vargas’s degradation is represented. Nevertheless, as Lane’s use of the word ‘sick’ suggests, Touch of Evil still registers a marked and naked emotional intensity, going beyond simply the lurid context within which Zugsmith wanted the film situated, in order to investigate violence, cruelty and the grotesque on a variety of discomfiting levels.
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Lane’s comment acknowledges that Touch of Evil is something more than timeless in the way it handles intense imagery and the aesthetics of violence – it is perpetually just ahead of the times. What Welles seeks to do is not merely shock the audience but rather create what we might describe as a pervasive lack of stability – politically, ethically, aesthetically, emotionally – arrived at through both style and substance. Nothing is certain; everything is in need of negotiation. It has been necessary, therefore, to linger over the style of Touch of Evil as I have been doing in part because the style does not displace the film’s substance, and because what an audience sees, how the images and sounds are rendered, is inextricably linked to what the audience experiences. When Tanya asks at the end of the film, ‘what does it matter what you say about people?’ she could be suggesting – and by extension the film itself could be arguing – that actions are what signify, rather than some paraphrased synopsis or rhetoric that supposedly stands in for action. It does not matter if someone calls Quinlan a ‘good detective’ or a ‘bad cop’; all that matters is what he did. In the same way, what the movie does in terms of its bringing together style and narrative, form and content, could be what it means to think about the film as an action, rather than focusing on any message or even the plot itself. It does not matter what the film says but rather what it does.
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The fact that so much of Touch of Evil is dominated by images that are grotesque or contorted, decadent or in decay, makes it clear that Welles attempts to use cinema as a means for exploring existential questions and perhaps repressed psychological states rather than using it to entertain or distract the audience from a complex, perpetually equivocating moral world. To explore cruelty the film must manifest some of its own cruelty. The engine of Touch of Evil, then, is no simple exercise in formal virtuosity, but is instead an investigation by way of aesthetic experience into the interlinked dynamics of power and empathy.

I have suggested thus far that the film is, in many ways, focused on ugliness and this can be seen very often as indifference or even cruelty in the relationships that help offer the film its narrative structure. The film’s central relationship is, of course, between Quinlan and Vargas, although theirs is a relationship born of an antagonism, but there is also the relationship of Vargas and Susan, to contend with, as well as that between Quinlan and Menzies. Every relationship in the film – Vargas and Susan, Quinlan and Menzies, Marcia Linnekar and her father, Marcia and Sanchez, even Quinlan and Tanya – is characterized not by an unshakeable bond but rather by how the bond is either dissolved or made secondary. Looking at the economy of commitment and debt in these relationships reveals what the film most wrestles with, even beyond what might have been Welles’s intent.
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The previous chapter began by discussing the very point at which the novel and the film part ways in terms of discourse, tone and narrative, which is to say, they diverge from the very opening sentence, even if the two iterations share a focus on the characters’ procedures for obtaining evidence to indict the most likely suspect. What the novel and film do share, however, is the fact that the actual murder and its victims, Rudy Linnekar and Zita, become little more than what Alfred Hitchcock might define as a MacGuffin, a mere device to propel the plot forward.2 The focus of Touch of Evil is never really the cold-blooded, predetermined murder that occurs at the outset, and the fact that this crime does not remain at the centre of attention for the respective characters is telling in terms of the moral universe of Touch of Evil. No matter how corrupt a businessman Linnekar might have been – and there are periodic gestures in the movie that suggest Linnekar was something less than a paragon of civic virtue – or how racist and classist (revealed in his arranging for Sanchez to be fired in order to drive a wedge between Linnekar’s daughter and her Mexican boyfriend) most reasonable viewers would agree that he didn’t deserve to die. Yet what stands at the centre of the film is the conflict between opposing views of justice and law espoused by the primary antagonists, represented by Vargas on one side and Quinlan on the other. Rather than necessarily pursuing the cause of seeing justice in the Linnekar case, Vargas works to see the ideal of law preserved. Despite his insistence on the law and reason, even Vargas’s methods stand on dubious ethical or even legal grounds, especially as Vargas, a Mexican police officer, has no actual jurisdiction over Quinlan.
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Although Vargas begins investigating Quinlan, he is motivated more by the fact that he sees the American detective as a threat to justice as a rational system than by the desire to see Linnekar’s killer put behind bars. Linnekar, the central victim himself, becomes little more than an afterthought as Quinlan’s corruption comes to light, and his girlfriend, Zita, even less than that. Even the fate of the murderer, Sanchez, is only mentioned at the end of the film as a way of torquing the irony of the central conflict and its moral ambiguity: Quinlan framed a guilty man.3

‘A policeman’s job is only easy in a police state. That’s the whole point, Captain. Who’s the boss – the cop or the law?’ Vargas asks rhetorically, confronting Quinlan. That particular line has become rightfully famous. Not only is it pithy, Welles emphatically declared in an interview for Cahiers du Cinema that he saw Vargas’s statement of principle as being the argument of the film.4 ‘Personally I believe in everything said by the character played by Heston,’ Welles states, adding, ‘He speaks as a man of dignity, according to the tradition of classical humanism, which is absolutely my tradition as well.’5 Indeed, in political and moral terms, Vargas’s line articulates a sound, rationalist ideal meant to resonate with any viewer cognizant of a creeping authoritarianism and vigilantism in American politics of the 1950s, operating in such things as the FBI’s telephonic surveillance of Martin Luther King Jr. and members of his civil rights movement as part of the FBI’s COINTELPRO, Counterintelligence Program, of the 1950s and 1960s; or the machinations of Senator Joseph McCarthy and the House Committee on Un-American Activities, which impacted Hollywood so heavily in the 1940s and 1950s, or the lynching of African Americans throughout the century.6 Despite Welles’s claim about there being a specific ideological position represented by Vargas, the protagonist, the film does not descend into being a ‘message movie’ with a clearly defined platform due to the ways that Welles troubles viewers’ abilities to identify easily with the characters. For instance, regardless of Welles’s wish to associate his own views with what Vargas says, Vargas’s actual actions (or inactions, considering how he treats Sanchez) are bound to raise some questions. How legal is Vargas’s plan to record a confession, for instance? Why does he choose to turn Menzies against his partner, in part mirroring how Quinlan uses Susan against Vargas? Because of Vargas’s desire to protect the system at all costs, two more men (Quinlan and Menzies) die, and the initial victims, Linnekar and Zita, become all but nameless over the course of the film. Even Quinlan’s past cases, when it is revealed they, too, were tampered with, aren’t regarded as victims. They are merely evidence by which to indict Quinlan. Justice is not actually served in any of these deaths, even the death of Quinlan. Vargas fails to bring Quinlan to trial and acts, at best, at the edges of the law himself.

Perhaps the most unnerving moment in the film in regards to a cruel indifference occurs in Sanchez’s apartment.7 While the camera focuses on Vargas and Schwartz talking in the bathroom, Sanchez is being interrogated by Quinlan. We hear in the background Quinlan’s voice: ‘What are you scared of, boy? I’d only slap you again if you got hysterical again. Why, even back in the old days, we never tried to hurt people in the face. It marks them up. We gave it to them like this,’ with the sound of a punch and then Sanchez’s moans immediately following. However, in the foreground, not only don’t Vargas or Schwartz intervene, they seem barely to acknowledge what is happening. ‘He could be innocent you know,’ Vargas says. ‘Intuition?’ Schwartz, smiling, asks Vargas, clearly alluding to Quinlan’s renowned ‘intuition’. If Vargas does suspect Sanchez could be innocent, then the fact that he does not move to protect Sanchez’s rights is disconcerting. Is it because Sanchez is ultimately part of a small case and Vargas invests himself in the investigation of Quinlan only because Quinlan is himself a much-lauded detective? Exposing Quinlan’s corruption would be another milestone in the ambitious Vargas’s illustrious career. Even if Heston tries to portray the detective as morally erect and beyond reproach, doubts hover around Vargas’s motivations, once his motivations and moments of indifference are interrogated. Tanya’s concluding line – ‘what does it matter what you say about a man?’ – applies not only to Quinlan, it seems.

Vargas, Schwartz and Quinlan are not the only ones indifferent to Sanchez; we see this as well in the behaviour of Marcia Linnekar, played by an uncharacteristically stone-faced Joanna Moore. Indeed, though she is a decidedly minor figure, Marcia has real significance in what she reveals about the emotional tenor of the relationships within the film. Marcia’s emotional coldness is established at the outset as part of her character. At the beginning of the film, she barely registers emotion when she is brought to see her father’s remains at the crime scene. In some ways, this break with traditional conceptions of familial relationships and obligations echoes Vargas’s choice of his duty to his job or country over his obligation to his new wife. When Quinlan and his colleagues enter Sanchez’s apartment, they see Marcia’s lawyer is there as well. The lawyer makes it clear he only represents the Linnekar family and so whisks his client away. Meanwhile, she makes no attempt to defend Sanchez, nor does she respond in any real way, leaving Sanchez, who has no legal representation, to his fate. Did she manipulate Sanchez into killing her father? It is reasonable to surmise that she is involved in the murder in some way, but the detectives and the film never pursue this angle. That oversight might also gesture towards the politics of race and class that inform the film.
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None of the characters seem unmarked by that indifference to the lives that were lost, and this callousness threads itself throughout the film. Arguably, Welles explicitly dramatizes this callous disregard in a somewhat early scene when a rogue thug from the Grandi family, the crime family whose patriarch Vargas has helped put in a Mexican prison, throws acid at Vargas. Vargas ducks in time and escapes injury. The acid instead splashes across a poster advertising the ‘exotic dancing’ act (‘This Week Only’) of Zita, Linnekar’s girlfriend (played by Joi Lansing, later the star of Welles’s short film for television The Fountain of Youth [1958]).8 While really the main target of the acid had been Vargas, Zita’s image, poignantly, burns in effigy, as if Zita dies a second time and once again as merely collateral damage in someone’s vendetta against a man in her proximity.

The acid burning the image of Zita also represents a sexualized violence that will be amplified later in the film, though then with Susan Vargas as the beautiful blonde caught in a plot to destroy the man to whom she is connected. The fact that the victims are all but forgotten as individuals – even while abstract questions of justice seem to dominate the various characters’ thinking – may be the film’s most central, and most problematic, issue. That fact measures the shifting morality of most of the characters we see on screen throughout the film and reveals that even the ‘good characters’ may not care about individuals as human beings to whom they bear a moral duty. Instead of a debt to human beings, someone such as Vargas strives to protect what he sees as a rational order or system, no matter the costs. Ideology trumps humanity. Vargas even chooses his job (and his ambition) over his wife, pushing her away at the crime scene and then leaving her stranded in an unsafe hotel while he follows his intuition and sense of duty.
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I have pointed to the fact that any real sense of individuality or humanity that might have attached to Linnekar and Zita becomes lost as the film proceeds. This represents but one example of what is a pervasive indifference within Touch of Evil to suffering. The most egregious lack of empathy occurs in Quinlan’s use of Grandi to set up Susan Vargas in an elaborately staged tableau of sex, drugs and violence. Quinlan then murders Grandi both to offer the coup de grace putting Susan in ultimate jeopardy as well as to dispatch the one witness who could reveal Quinlan’s machinations. We know that Quinlan is more than ready to plant evidence to get a conviction of someone he believes is guilty, but in murdering Grandi and embroiling Susan in order to use her to block Vargas’s investigations, the audience finds that Quinlan has gone beyond the amorality or misguidedness of being a cop who bends the rules for, arguably, the right reasons. In part, one expects this sort of callousness as a marker of the ‘evil’ or at least immortality of the film’s antagonists. Yet, what makes the film brilliant is, once again, Welles’s use of irony to subvert not just narrative expectations but lines of sympathy as well. Joe Grandi, as the acting head of the Grandi crime family, which exists on both sides of the border, is of course entirely reprehensible, yet his murder – choked to death by Quinlan – is the most personal violence presented on screen; the audience is confronted with the ghastly look of his mortified face after death – eyes bulging, tongue protruding. It is as if in death Joe Grandi is humanized and the horror of the brutality earns him some sympathy. No one is deserving of such a death, and even though Grandi’s actions warrant punishment, Quinlan doesn’t kill him in the name of justice but simply to use his murder in order to implicate Susan, and Susan’s jeopardy is, in turn, merely a tool to be used against Vargas. In Quinlan’s worldview, people are merely means to his own ends and not, rather, ends in and of themselves. Indeed, this is what makes him clearly so immoral, though, we might ask if Vargas doesn’t in the end treat Menzies in just the same way. Essentially, Menzies dies working for Vargas, and yet Vargas expresses no remorse or guilt: ‘That’s Menzies. He’s dead,’ is all Vargas says.
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Welles also humanizes Quinlan, however, and offers moments of possible sympathy. We learn that, years before, Quinlan’s own wife was murdered, choked to death, which only makes more poignant his plan to use Susan against Vargas. We also learn that he once put himself in harm’s way to protect his partner, which is ironized as well, given that he and Menzies shoot one another at the end of Touch of Evil. Quinlan, at one time a hard drinker, gave up alcohol, and his morbid obesity comes from the candy bars he devours to keep himself from drinking. His return to drunkenness in the film is an indication of his self-loathing, a human failing, overtaking him, just as his earlier sins are brought into the light. Perhaps most important in revealing points of sympathy is that the two characters who are emotionally connected to Quinlan betray him. Menzies, of course, helps Vargas to set Quinlan up, but even Tanya, already a complex moral figure as the madam of a down-on-its-heels brothel who softens Quinlan when he is around her, shows little remorse at his death. ‘Isn’t somebody going to come and take him away,’ she asks, without affect, watching his corpse floating in the fetid water. When Schwartz says, ‘you really liked him, didn’t you’, she does not answer but instead responds by saying that Menzies, the one who killed Quinlan, ‘loved him’. That, apparently, is what love is like in Touch of Evil.
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None of these elements condone or excuse Quinlan’s actions, nor does the fact that his corruption is motivated by his intent to serve and protect the public. Clearly, Vargas and Quinlan are posed as binaries in terms of their ideologies and even their respective appearances. Welles does use Vargas’s physical attractiveness and Quinlan’s grotesqueness to factor into how the audience might respond to these characters. Given what Welles says about his agreement with Vargas’s principles and his marked abhorrence of Quinlan’s, he might have simply played out these tendencies in a rather crudely symbolic way. Welles, however, works against these feelings through irony.

The irony is revealed through a series of reversals and exchanges. The villain, Quinlan, rather than being wholly evil, is shown to be all too human, all the more because of his tragedies; the hero is not as pious as he at first seems. Even Susan herself, the spouse whose husband leaves her on her own despite their honeymoon, is morally complicated in the moments of racism she displays, for instance calling Grandi’s nephew ‘Pancho’, a name clearly meant as an ethnic slur, ‘just for laughs’. When he is the one who is the instrument of her degradation, it is clear that he isn’t simply carrying out orders. Although Susan is ultimately made into a victim, the latter role can’t help but be coloured by the flashes of racism and sense of superiority that came before.

In Touch of Evil, there is no innocence to be found, and while it may be true that such a bleakly existentialist worldview is characteristic of film noir, the film worries the resonances of Tanya’s question, ‘what does it matter what you say about a man?’ At the end of the film, Menzies betrays his best friend in the name of justice (or is it because he feels Quinlan played him for a fool) and is murdered; Quinlan’s body floats in the tainted river at the outskirts of the city while the police and his old friend comment on his death indifferently; and Vargas and Susan, the supposedly chaste newlyweds, are reunited, but their relationship has been changed: he chose his job over his new wife and she went through degradation and violence because of it. This is a world any viewer would want to leave, despite its revelations, but one that stays with the audience long after they leave the movie theatre. Welles’s blend of realism and expressionism indicates that he has heightened a realistic depiction of the world in order to show what is existentially present – or at least potentially present – all the time. While scholars and critics have long discussed the critiques of politics and race that are laced throughout the film, at the cold heart of Touch of Evil is the insight that where empathy is absent, when a sense of care or responsibility to others, to the world, is lost, cruelty and indifference sets in like a blight.9 The film ends with Tanya walking away from the scene, past the oil derricks and power lines, stepping into the darkness, as the sound of the pianola, its sickly-sweet nostalgia ironized once again, rises up.
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4 Losing Touch

Collaboration

Welles’s directing style in Touch of Evil is so self-consciously ostentatious, so radical, that we might even describe it as avant-garde. It subverts and disrupts expectations of realism, especially as an expectation attached to noir, so as to reveal the presence of artifice. Especially in a film so fecund with visual information in every frame, that style is not arrived at through the director’s sole efforts, however. Throughout the preceding chapters I have kept Welles at the fore, since, as director, he is credited with most of the choices in regards to what we see; and Welles was largely an auteur in terms of his control over the script and the production, even if, as we will see, the final version is not fully his own. Indeed, this central authority is what made Welles so attractive a figure to such architects of the French New Wave as François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard. Still, he could not have achieved all that he did without his tremendously gifted director of photography, Russell Metty, who was able to make it possible for Welles’s radical vision to be captured on film so as to make what might have been a conventional bit of noir into something much more lasting – a film that helps define the genre’s boundaries. If Gregg Toland is regarded as the person responsible for making manifest Welles’s imagination of what cinema could be in Citizen Kane, Metty is nearly as important a contributor to Welles’s later masterpiece, Touch of Evil.

In the early 1940s, Toland was already acknowledged as perhaps the most talented cinematographer working in Hollywood when he offered to work on Kane with the then untested Welles. Metty, however, was not quite in such an elevated position when he began working on Touch of Evil, though his reputation has only grown over the decades. Metty would win an Academy Award for Best Cinematography in 1960 for his work on Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus, but a fair amount of Metty’s filmography is comprised of B-movies as well, including such lurid fare as Cult of the Cobra (1955), Monster on the Campus (1958) and The Thing that Wouldn’t Die (1958).1 Nevertheless, he was also capable of sumptuous and compelling visuality, collaborating with the likes of Kubrick, John Huston and most tellingly, Douglas Sirk. The collaborations of Sirk and Metty resulted in dazzling compositional achievements such as Magnificent Obsession (1954), All that Heaven Allows (1955) and Imitation of Life (1959).2

Metty was no newcomer when he was assigned to Touch of Evil. In many ways, Metty was an ideal choice to be the cinematographer of Touch of Evil because by 1957 he and Welles had already had a long and generative association together. Having established himself early on at RKO Studios by working with director Howard Hawks on Bringing Up Baby (1938), his big break as a cinematographer, Metty worked steadily on a variety of movies in a range of capacities over the next few years. It would not be until 1946, however, almost a decade after he got his start, that Metty’s talents truly bloomed, which occurred in part due to Welles. Metty had worked with Welles on The Stranger (1946), the only real box office success of Welles’s career, which very likely played a role in Metty being hired for Touch of Evil. Harlan Lebo indicates that Metty’s association with Welles actually began with Citizen Kane, however, when Metty shot the very inventive trailer for Welles’s first movie.3 Instead of the standard formula of a trailer being comprised of clips taken from the movie and assembled so as to suggest the narrative, the promotional film for Kane employed a charming Wellesian voiceover to guide the audience through, first, Metty’s behind-the-scenes footage of actors doing such things as trying on wardrobe or testing lighting cues while being introduced by name in the narration, and, second, a montage of various actors now speaking in character on the phone about Charles Foster Kane to an unidentified interlocutor, but most likely the reporter who takes on the assignment of discovering the ‘real’ Kane. This trailer was a clever and canny alternative to standard commercial enticements, and most significantly it allowed the force of Welles’s own personality to be the film’s primary marketing tool.
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The Stranger (Orson Welles, 1946), © Haig Corporation.

The association between Metty and Welles continued with Welles’s next film, albeit more problematically, at least in terms of Welles’s career. Metty was called in to collaborate with Robert Wise on scenes of The Magnificent Ambersons that were added after the main filming was complete and Welles had moved on to his next project. These changes, never authorized by Welles, included a completely new and extremely sentimental ending, and other additions that have come to be seen as seriously damaging what many have come to feel was a film that otherwise might have been an achievement to have eclipsed even Citizen Kane. Those early (and uncredited) associations aside, Welles hired Metty as cinematographer on The Stranger, during which Metty came into his own as an often-dazzling craftsman. Although Welles was sceptical of the aesthetic value of The Stranger, Metty’s discerning eye for how the contrast of shadow and light could suggest expressionistic touches without losing the grounding of realism had elevated the material and pointed to the potential for his talents that Metty would soon come to realize.

Metty’s filmography indicates that, as a collaborator, he could create a seedy visual grammar suited to gritty exploitation or a syrupy style for arch melodrama and yet develop a complexity of photographic composition that suggested subtext and psychological tension. In so doing, Metty could imply what one might call a potential poetic sensibility latent within the conventions of genre. This ability had been the hallmark of his accomplishments with Sirk, whose films have come to be considered key and influential contributions to cinematic history in large part because of how they look. The Sirk films are notably rich in saturated colours, showing that Metty’s pallet was not limited. He was able to maintain an edging that separated the actors from their environments. Crucial scenes in All that Heaven Allows, for instance, employ a distinctive chiaroscuro, with characters continually moving in and out of shadows cast by lamps and light passing through nearby windows. These touches underscore the film’s indictment of social mores that force the characters to repress or obscure their feelings.4 Although in Sirk’s films Metty could deftly negotiate a wide spectrum of colour, working within the limitations of black and white film in Touch of Evil offered him the possibility of invention within constraint to provide nuance within the gradation of shades of grey.

As they had been with Sirk, Metty’s contributions to Welles’s work were invaluable. Welles often insisted that the long opening shot had been Metty’s idea, though he also attributed a great deal of the success of the long shots in Touch of Evil to the expertise of cameraman John L. Russell.5 Russell had also worked on The Stranger, and after Touch of Evil he would serve as the cinematographer for the similarly self-consciously gritty film that was Hitchcock’s Psycho. Worth mentioning is Phillip Lathrop, who worked as camera operator alongside Russell and who would subsequently have a strong career as a cinematographer, as well. Inasmuch as the style of Touch of Evil and its contrastive lighting and odd angles enable the film to rise above the trappings of genre, it is necessary to acknowledge that Welles was not alone in defining what could be achieved through such technical details as lighting, lenses, and the movement and placement of the camera.6 These elements are crucial to our experience of the whole. Metty and his sure-handed crew helped realize technically what Welles was trying to achieve. As we will soon see, Touch of Evil, no matter the version one watches, is not solely the culmination of Welles’s imagining of what it would be.
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The trouble with Evil

The beginning of Welles’s work on any film was always at least as complicated as what happened when he finished one, and Touch of Evil was no exception. Touch of Evil ultimately would be taken away from Welles by the studio long before it was released, altered in ways that were relatively small but significant: from the use of Mancini’s nondiegetic score, to the addition of scenes directed by Harry Keller to clarify the complex narrative and heighten the romance between Mike and Susan Vargas, to the inclusion of titles over the bravura opening shot. These changes, taken together, may not be enough to make it something other than an Orson Welles film, but they do change if not dilute his intentions.

Then as now, a degree of studio intervention is virtually inevitable in almost any Hollywood film, yet critics and scholars note the drama attached to the final steps in the production of a movie by Welles because of the fact that with his first film, Citizen Kane (1941), his unprecedented contract gave him almost complete artistic control (at the age of 25, no less) of the final product. From the very beginning of his film career, he was quintessentially an auteur, and with that freedom he was able to create, along with collaborators such as cinematographer Gregg Toland, composer Bernard Herrmann and co-screenwriter Herman J. Mankiewicz, arguably the most influential film of all time. That artistic success caused a great deal of enduring resentment in studio executives, who were able to point to the limited commercial success as justification to be sceptical of Welles’s autonomy. Consequently, he would never have that kind of free rein in Hollywood again. Nevertheless, one always has to wonder what a second film by Welles that was not reshaped by other hands would be like.

There are many ways of reading how it came to pass that studio executives decided to continually block Welles’s vision for Touch of Evil in the film’s post-production stage. The most obvious reason for the intervention is that nearly every director has to submit to studio executives and producers, or at least practise the art of negotiation and compromise, in order to arrive at a final version. Whatever clout Welles wielded when he first arrived in Hollywood had, over the years, dissipated, yet he retained a resolute disregard of the suggestions of producers and executives. That resistance became the very thing that would force them to assert their control over the final product. Such, he seemed to feel, was the cost of genius.

It may be, too, that at some level studio heads wanted to make an example of Welles, who had the reputation of going over budget and missing deadlines, although Welles himself always swore that in reality he usually was under budget and kept to his production schedules. He was the victim, he often contested, of a bad reputation, probably one fuelled by the aforementioned ressentiment of producers and executives.

Welles, as biographers such as David Thomson and Charles Higham have suggested, also had long been labelled as a director who would simply lose interest, and thus focus, too soon, stepping away from projects before seeing them all the way to completion. For instance, he left the country before he had finished editing The Magnificent Ambersons in order to begin work on a film in Brazil.7 Although he had made arrangements to have the rough versions of Ambersons sent to him so he could edit from abroad, he lost control of the film when RKO executives, motivated by poorly received audience test screenings, took over and employed Robert Wise to complete the editing and shoot a new ending with Metty as cinematographer. Unfortunately, It’s All True, the project Welles went to Rio to work on, would never be finished. Throughout most of his career, the prevailing perception was that Welles handled himself too much like an impetuous artist and showed snarling (and self-sabotaging) disdain for the business end of show business.

It is true that Welles was anxious to wrap Touch of Evil quickly so that he might be able to begin work on realizing his dream of a film version of Cervantes’s Don Quixote. Starting that project meant that he would have to leave Hollywood for Mexico; however, the timing of his departure seems woefully misguided. Even Barbara Leaming, Welles’s most supportive biographer, writes, ‘Nor on Touch of Evil had he acted shrewdly in leaving town as planned when the studio bigwigs finally insisted upon a screening of what he had been up to with the editing. Nor should he have let so much time elapse before registering his formal protest about the footage the studio reedited in his absence.’8 If it is true that Welles had Touch of Evil taken away from him, it appears he had some role in making that happen.

Principal photography on Touch of Evil had been completed in April of 1957, and Welles had been immersed in the editing process until the summer, keeping the studio’s heads from seeing his working version. When Welles left for New York in order to make an appearance on a talk show, Edward Muhl, head of Universal, was able to step in and surreptitiously arrange a screening. Muhl and other Universal executives were dismayed by what they saw in his preliminary version. They felt the film was too obtuse in many places, too fragmented, with a narrative that kept fracturing, making it difficult to follow. Even the tone seemed inconsistent – modulating from classic hardboiled noir to black comedy to avant-garde experiment, sometimes even within the same scene. The fact that Welles would intercut two parallel scenes, shifting between them rather than letting one scene finish before moving to the next, convinced the studio that Welles didn’t have a handle on the basic narrative structure, even if they could recognize the brilliance of so many of the film’s constituent parts. Though Welles was ahead of his time in his feeling for how narrative form can be fragmented yet still remain coherent, Muhl and his colleagues believed audiences would be lost in their attempts to follow the story. They insisted on adding connective tissue around key scenes with the hope that expositional elements could be inserted to make the plot more conventional and offer clearer motivations to the characters. When Welles returned to Hollywood from New York, he was informed of the studio’s intentions to make a number of changes. A new editor, Aaron Stell, was hired to take over, and Welles was barred from the editing room. Rather than remaining at hand to help shape the material in whatever capacity, Welles stepped away, and would later claim the studio’s changes were made without his knowledge.
As is so often the case with Welles, who often promulgated his own rumours and legends while also being a figure around whom gossip and mythology coalesced, there are a number of stories about what happened and why Welles dropped out of sight at a crucial moment in the last stages of the post-production work. According to some accounts, Welles simply fell ill and was unable to work with the studio. In other versions, Welles, overcome with frustration at the likely reality that Touch of Evil was not to serve as the victorious return to his former stature in Hollywood that he hoped for, turned his back on the process necessary to finishing the film. Rather than try to appease Muhl, Welles left. In another version, Welles was already fixed upon Don Quixote and wanted to start that project rather than clean up Touch of Evil. Given that the studio had seemed so enthusiastic about what he had been doing while filming Touch of Evil, Welles may have been overconfident that they would generally leave his work untouched in any significant way. Perhaps all of these elements represent different aspects of the real story and hence the gossip is tinged by truth, the truth coloured by gossip. No matter what, Touch of Evil was taken away from Welles at the very end.9

Over the course of their respective careers, many directors lose their need to experiment and eventually become more conventional; Welles, however, during his years in ‘exile’ making films abroad with extremely small budgets, had only become more interested in using radical approaches to form. It would be easy to vilify Muhl and his colleagues, but in reality they merely sought to make the film more closely adhere to the cinematic conventions of the day so as not to alienate viewers. Welles was making art while the studio needed to market entertainment in order to recoup its costs and make money. Conservative and pragmatic, they made choices common to the studio system of the 1950s. The studio did not wish to domesticate the film, so much as smooth its edges. The studio’s primary concern was that the narrative needed untangling. Thus, if one compares the respective versions of the film, the changes appear not to be drastic, but these alterations did often change the tone within certain sequences and the overall pacing. Rather than being guided strictly by plot, Welles sought to craft his scenes, especially in the editing stage, according to a structural rhythm approaching a form of visual music, and so even the change in the cadence of editing cut against how he envisioned the feel of the film. Harry Keller, a competent but decidedly conventional director, was assigned the task of adding four scenes, and in being made by an altogether different sort of film-maker these additions would never be guided by Welles’s same aesthetic compass.

The studio’s first version (now referred to as the ‘preview version’) was 103 minutes long, though the changes weren’t only additions. There were sequences that were re-edited so as to move away from Welles’s desire to move back and forth between two different scenes, as, for instance, the simultaneity of Susan’s argument with Grandi in Mexico and Mike’s experience of the Linnekar crime scene. One of the most notorious changes was the addition of credits over the opening shot and the use of Mancini’s score rather than source cues. Despite Welles’s later pleas and reasoned arguments, the studio would leave the credits and score in place, even though these so obviously obscured parts of the screen and weakened the overall effect of the opening. By covering half the images on screen, the title and credits literally prevent what Welles was trying to do. He sought to make everything within the frame equally visible. Interestingly, some critics and scholars continue to defend the studio’s choice because they find that Mancini’s score helps drive the scene and heightens the tension and suspense. Yet, the placement of the credits and the use of the score unmistakably insert cinematic apparatus in ways that distract or even detract from the expansive, gliding movement of the camera. These specific alterations prevent the camera from being the eye for the audience as the events of the film’s opening unfold.
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Almost simply out of courtesy, Welles was allowed to see a cut of the preview version. He was, of course, chagrined and after one viewing (or so the legend goes) Welles crafted a 58-page memo that comprehensively annotates the discrepancies – often at a quite minute level – between his intentions and what the studio had arrived at in post-production. The memo is itself a rhetorical tour de force and offers salient evidence against any argument that Welles was anything other than prodigiously focused as a director.10 He gives impassioned but clear and rational explanations for his choices, and indicates where and how the studio could revert back to what he had done as well as marry some of their changes to his own thinking. The studio took into account some of what Welles suggests and made changes accordingly, however, they also remained firm on other decisions that they had made.11

Small but important elements disappeared in the editing and re-editing of Touch of Evil. For example, lost in the 1958 theatrical release is the scene in which Menzies relates to Suzy the story that Quinlan developed his limp as a result of taking a bullet meant for Menzies. This scene explains Quinlan’s statement at the end of the film that it was ‘the second bullet’ he had taken for his partner. While, truthfully, knowing the history of the first bullet is not wholly necessary, even if it is clarifying, the inclusion of the detail only helps make that much more complex Quinlan’s morality. It indicates he is a person willing to take a bullet for a friend even as he is also a person willing to frame people he thinks are guilty. The detail also provides a sense of Menzies’s character as well, and about his own dilemma. Menzies in the end betrays someone who is not only his partner but also, we realize only in Welles’s version, a man who once saved his life.
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In 1958 Universal at last unceremoniously released a 93-minute version that reflected some compromise between what Welles asked for and what Muhl and his colleagues wanted. They promoted it only nominally and thought it would be likely to bring back at best a limited return on their investment. Little did they know the film would have lasting impact and would be recognized as one of Welles’s great achievements. Although a commercial failure and somewhat overlooked critically in the United States, Touch of Evil was heralded in Europe, becoming a seminal cinematic text for many film-makers, including Truffaut, Godard, Chabrol and others, who would find in the film a galvanizing combination: an auteur-driven arthouse aesthetic coupled with the narrative structure of genre. Welles’s Touch of Evil modelled a drive for innovation within a form that acknowledged the history of film. By way of its influence on the French New Wave, Touch of Evil would help define independent cinema for decades to come.

The iteration of the film that received the initial theatrical release would be the representative version of Touch of Evil until 1976, when the preview draft was discovered essentially by chance in the archives at Universal. After that point, the studio often marketed the newly discovered version, however misguidedly, as the ‘director’s cut’, even though scholars and critics realized the preview was really only another lost iteration and not Welles’s definitive vision. In the early 1990s the producer Rick Schmedlin encountered the excerpts of Welles’s Touch of Evil memo, which the scholar Jonathan Rosenbaum had published in Film Quarterly, and recognized the potential to attempt to construct a version based on Welles’s intentions using the material of the two extant versions. Schmedlin contacted the renowned sound designer and film editor Walter Murch as well as Rosenbaum to collaborate together to construct, painstakingly, a version shaped by Welles’s memo to Muhl. In 1998 the new version appeared to great acclaim, creating new audiences and attracting critical re-appraisals for a film that was already felt to be a late masterwork by one of the art’s most important figures. By the late 1990s, audiences everywhere seemed to have at last caught up not only with Welles’s sophisticated weaving of violence, morality, irony, dark humour, and explosive racial and sexual politics but also with Touch of Evil’s formal experiments in sound and image. After years of exposure to directors such as Ridley Scott, Curtis Hanson, Brian DePalma, John Sayles and others paying homage to Touch of Evil, viewers were finally ready to accept Welles’s film as a masterpiece, one that seemingly becomes more relevant by the day in these fraught, charged times.12

Versions

Even the very question of which Touch of Evil is the ‘real one’ is complex, given that three different possibilities are included on the current DVD and Blu-ray editions. Viewers now have access to (1) the original theatrical version as it appeared when it was released in 1958; (2) the studio’s preview version, rediscovered in 1976; and perhaps most importantly (3) what is called a ‘restored’ version, which perhaps comes as close to Welles’s intentions as anyone could hope for. Since the theatrical version is the one that established the film’s reputation and is the one that many important scholars had been most familiar with for almost twenty years, this was the version of Touch of Evil to which key figures such as Truffaut, Bazin, Schrader, Naremore and Bogdanovich were responding. For historical reasons that is the version to focus on. The so-called restored version of 1998 is as responsive to Welles’s vision as possible, with the restoration team being guided by Welles’s now famous 58-page memo.

Yet, the decisions that the team made were largely interpretations of Welles’s stated intentions. How exactly their efforts manifest what Welles had in mind we can never know to a certainty because of the unequivocal fact that the restored version has been assembled by others and not by Welles himself, and even then undertaken forty years after the actual filming. Thus, it cannot be described rightfully as a director’s cut. Nevertheless, the 1998 version does provide some sense of Welles’s own authority and craft, even if it has been realized by a new set of collaborators, a team who had no hand in the original production. For these reasons, we might best refer to that 1998 iteration as the ‘revised’ rather than the ‘restored’ version.

For the first twenty years of the film’s existence, what audiences viewed was an attempt at a balance between the studio’s sensibility of how the final product ought to appear and Welles’s imagination of the film. In the mid-1970s the studio’s preview version was discovered in the archives of Universal studios and that served as the basis for what Universal distributed under the title Touch of Evil on VHS and early DVDs. The revised version now is available everywhere and has been since 1998, making it the primary version for younger generations of viewers. Any new audiences of Touch of Evil are almost certainly encountering the 1998 revision. Thus, although that may not be the ‘authorized cut’, it is certainly becoming the most familiar, the most widely available. This means that there are not only three versions but also essentially three distinct generations of the film’s audiences.13

While for some, this question of the significance of the three versions might be of primarily archival or historical interest, there is an additional level to the fact that the three versions coexist. The fluidity of the film’s very ontology – which iteration is the definitive Touch of Evil? – plays into its thematic exploration of boundaries and interrogation of what counts as the sorts of decisive experience by which good and evil, law and chaos, justice and vengeance, might be weighed. There is no authoritative, definitive Touch of Evil – each has its own significance, its own weaknesses, its own strengths. No external authority can state unequivocally which version is the ‘true’ one. Welles was no relativist, but the film’s complicated history and afterlife works just as the filmic text itself does – to reveal how within the ethical structure of democracy, ideals are always in flux and need to be continually challenged and tested so that the rhetoric of morality comes to true human action. For that reason, perhaps generations will continually need to discover Touch of Evil and wrestle with its formal and philosophical questions anew to find what each generation needs to know about itself.
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8 Barbara Leaming, Orson Welles: A Biography (New York: Limelight Editions, 1995), p. 433. Critics of this biography contend that Welles perhaps exerted too much influence on the author, Leaming, with Welles often serving as the author’s primary source of evidence. Even so, we can read Leaming’s comment either as a concession by someone disposed to advocate for Welles or as a ventriloquized admission by the director that there was an error in judgement. In either case, it is clear in retrospect that a mistake was made. Leaming’s point, however, is that a tactical error doesn’t indicate pathology, as Higham and Thomson contend.

9 There are numerous interpretations of the facts, and none of the biographers have settled indisputably what occurred because there is not as yet sufficient evidence to decide the case. It is beyond the scope of this project to settle accounts. What is perhaps as interesting is the ways that the uncertainty plays into the legends and gossip surrounding Welles, which he even wielded to his advantage.

10 A facsimile reproduction of Welles’s memo is included in the recent fiftieth anniversary Blu-ray edition produced by Universal. A very useful discussion of the memo and its context appears in Jonathan Rosenbaum’s essay ‘Retouching Evil’, included in his collection Discovering Orson Welles (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007).

11 Lawrence French has provided an extremely thorough and detailed comparison of Welles’s memo with the three extant versions of the film, see Lawrence French, ‘Orson Welles’ Memo On Touch of Evil’. Available online: http://wellesnet.com/touch_memo1.htm (accessed 16 September 2019).

12 Writing about the release of the film in 1996, Peter Wollen made the following observation about the relevance of Welles’s film: ‘Seeing Touch of Evil again today, nearly 40 years after it was made, I am struck by how amazingly (if depressingly) alive and topical it still seems in its treatment of the Mexican-American border, and of racism and police corruption. Perhaps because I myself live in southern California – well aware how that state’s politics are still governed by virulent racist and anti-immigrant feeling, by a venomous paranoia about the border and by repeated revelations of police prejudice, violence and malpractice – it is hard not to see Touch of Evil as a present-day political parable: hard drugs coming in from the South, the sleaze and corruption of Tijuana, the shameless racism of the Americans, the willingness of the cops to frame suspects.’ Now, nearly twenty-five years after Wollen’s comments, the film is still, sadly, just as alive and topical. ‘Foreign Relations: Welles and Touch Of Evil.’ Sight and Sound October 1996, p. 22.

13 Even if the 1998 version has become the one that current viewers are most apt to see as prints screened in movie theatres or broadcast on various cable channels, Universal includes all three versions on its recently released Blu-ray and DVD editions.
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