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Textual Analysis: Gun Crazy (1950) 

Sequence Running Time: 49:20 - 54:20 

The extract I have chosen is Joseph H. Lewis’s Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950). I will be 

analyzing the sequence and its cinematography, editing, sound, genre and 

mise-en-scene in terms of its socio-historical and institutional context. This analysis 

will show how Lewis utilizes the film noir convention and film elements to convey his 

film intentions and views.  

In ‘A Panorama of American Film Noir’, Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton 

defines Film Noir as being ‘oneiric, strange, erotic, ambivalent and cruel’ (Borde & 

Chaumeton, 1955). Several contextual aspects influenced the genre that is Film 

Noir. 

One contextual aspect that very much had influence to the film noir genre was the 

socio-historical context. Gun Crazy was made in 1950. This was after World War 2, 

when America was entering the Cold War against the Soviet Union. Due to the Red 

Scare and the hostility towards communists, many Americans were in fear in fear of 

“the possibility of annihilation” (Welling). Additionally, because of the increasing 

urbanization and people moving from the countryside to the city, urban crime rates 

were going up (Welling). The fear and paranoia that was made because of these 

historical and social context is reflected in Film Noir films made at the time, in terms 

of its filmic elements. Film noirs often incorporated chiaroscuro effects, deep focus 

photography, extreme camera angles and expressionist distortion, inspired by the 

dark, disoriented and alienated features of German expressionism such as 

Metropolis (Lang, 1927) and The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Wiene, 1920).  

Another social aspect that was a change in the 50s were the roles of women. At the 

end of the war approached in the 40s, many women wanted to keep the job that they 

got during the war. The men, who just returned from the war, wanted stability and the 

status quo to continue. Thus, they were quick to criticize the women who were 

independent and self-sufficient with jobs. As the film industry at the time mostly 

consisted of men, these sentiments were reflected in film noirs made at the time. The 
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femme fatales in film noirs are a reflection of the backlash towards female 

independence; They are portrayed as an amalgamation of “power, lust and greed” 

(Snyder, 2007) in a critical, villainizing manner. 

Moreover, institutional context had a large influence on films made in the 50s. Many 

of the Film Noir B-movies made at the time had a lower budget in production. The 

lower budget meant movies Film Noirs often had to utilize low-key lighting to hide the 

low production value. This was especially the case for Gun Crazy, as Joseph H. 

Lewis was not affiliated with a specific studio, in a time where studios had almost all 

control over the production and cast. This resulted in him utilizing conventions from 

different film genres in his films. For example, 

I have chosen the sequence where Bart and Annie plan and go on a heist at a meat 

processing plant. This particular sequence shows the characters’ morally ambiguous 

personality, as well as the roles the two protagonists play in terms of their gender 

through the tense, fast paced heist scene.  

The sequence starts when Annie and Bart are 

planning their heist in the meat planting factory. 

Within the mid-shot, the two are sitting in the 

forefront of the frame, while the diegetic lighting 

coming from the desk light is placed in the 

background (fig. 1). The hard shadows from the 

frame’s low-key lighting results in half of their faces 

being covered by darkness. This can be because of the low-budget that Gun 

Crazy had. However, the Film Noir conventions of chiaroscuro is also a result of the 

cynicism many Americans felt post-WW2, and the fear they held towards the Cold 

War and the Red Scare. The harsh lighting 

conveys a sense of mysteriousness, and the 

protagonist’s moral ambiguity within the film.  

The shot transitions into the heist scene 

through a fade. The heist scene starts with an 

establishing tracking shot of the truck Bart 
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drives into the meat planting factory (fig.2). In contrast to the previous shot, the 

establishing shot is filmed outdoors during daytime, meaning the shot is very brightly 

lit. Although Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950) is labelled as a noir film, it is not always 

consistent with the film noir conventions. Shots such as this establishing shot, or the 

other driving scenes often are filmed in daylight, unlike many other film noirs 

(including The Big Combo, directed by Joseph H. Lewis himself) which rarely film in 

bright light conditions outdoors. This can be due to Lewis making different genre 

films for many studios, and thus utilizing different filmic conventions within his film.  

However, the film noir conventions in Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950) are consistently used 

during tense moments in the film during the heist scenes, when they are commiting 

crimes. Within the sequence, shots such as Bart walking across the hallways to the 

office, or him going up the staircase heavily incorporates film noir conventions 

inspired by German Expressionist films. As Bart walks through the hallway towards 

the office, a harsh shadow is cast on the wall (fig. 3). He walks into the foreground, 

which is much darker than the background. He is physically walking away from the 

light as he goes to commit a crime, signifying his moral ambiguity of burglary.  

 

In the shot where he goes up the staircase, there are also 

shadows of bars on the wall (fig. 4). The framing of the 

shot is set up so that the lines of the staircase and the 

shadows of the bars are slanted. This is a noir can also be 

seen in German expressionist films (fig. 5, Wiene, 1920). 
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This conveys Bart’s entrapment; he is “publicly, privately, intellectually, and sexually” 

subservient to Annie, and is, in a way, entrapped by her (Wei, 2018).  Bart accepts 

her requests to commit heists, and follows her desires whenever he questions the 

consequences of the crimes they commit. The slanted angles makes us question the 

morality of Bart. The framing of the shadows make him look like he is entrapped, 

subservient and seduced by the ‘evil’ femme fatale. We can link this back to how 

women were viewed at a time when men felt vulnerable towards women who had 

jobs in place of the soldiers during the war. 

The mise en scene such as the white clothes he wears in these shots can convey 

the pureness and unwillingness he has towards killing people. However, the 

audience is aware that Bart is not blameless. He participates in the heists that they 

commit, and often play the active role as he pulls out his gun during the fast-paced 

heist montage. The contrasting values add to the morally ambiguous messages film 

noir give, that the world, and society, is a world of grey and ambivalence, not black 

and white. The other heist scenes throughout the film also show Annie and Bart 

dressing up in costumes. Bart dresses in a military officer’s outfit, which symbolizes 

justice. They dress up in outfits that signify something that they are not - moral, 

ethical, righteous. This adds to the ambivalent tone of Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950). 

The scene in which Annie and Bart are holding the office managers hostage 

incorporates filmic elements to create tension. The sequence includes a long 

tracking shot of Bart walking through rows of meat hung in racks within the meat 

processing plant. The slow tracking shot adds impatience to the usual fast-pace 

editing of the other scenes. Bart walks through rows of dead meat, while tense and 

ominous music plays. This builds up the tense atmosphere that leads to the heist 

scene. When Bart and Annie pull out their gun in the office, they cut to a close up of 

Bart with a clearly tense expression on his face (fig. 6). The next frame shows the 

manager on the ground, then pans to the burglary alarms right above her, reminding 

the audience that Bart and Annie can be caught any time. This editing of this 

sequence keeps the scene tense. The sound of the two gunshots Annie triggers is 

loud, signifying the culmination of the tense atmosphere within the scene. One factor 

that contributed to the tenseness the audience felt is from its social context. With 
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urban crime rates rising, people were more cautious and fearful of heists and 

burglary.  

 

An important element within Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950) is the gender roles placed 

upon the characters. More specifically, the role Annie plays and the power dynamic 

between her and Bart’s relationship. In Personality Disorder and the Film Noir 

Femme Fatale, Scott Snyder defines the femme fatale as ‘the "fatal woman" who 

lures men into dangerous or compromising situations’ (Snyder, 2007). Annie can be 

seen as the perfect femme fatale in terms of the above definition. During the heist, 

she wears a vest and slacks - masculine clothing - and is told to ‘wear a skirt 

tomorrow’ by her boss (fig. 8). She is also the one that shoots the two that are held 

hostage with a cold, apathetic face, symbolizing the phallic power she possesses 

that is comparable to her male counterpart (fig. 7).  

 

Moreover, Annie plays an active role in the heist. In terms of proxemics, as they run 

at the end of the sequence, she runs alongside him, not after him. She is the one 
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who puts the money into the bag while Bart watches over. During production, Joseph 

H. Lewis told the actress, "You're a female dog in heat, and you want him” (Peary, 

1989). She is the archetypal femme fatale anti-heroine; materialistic, manipulative 

and sexual. Although she can be viewed in a heroic, empowering light through a 

feminist lense, in the context provided, she is the anti-heroine that is the cause of the 

protagonist’s ultimate demise in Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950). 

In conclusion, Joseph H. Lewis incorporates the institutional and socio-historical 

contexts that influences the film Gun Crazy (Lewis, 1950). The film elements such as 

cinematography, editing, sound, mise-en-scene and narrative shows the contextual 

influences in the film. Although the film does not completely follow the conventions of 

film noir, the ‘oneiric, strange, erotic, ambivalent and cruel’ aspects of film noir is 

clearly prevalent throughout the film, and in the sequence I chose to analyze. 
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