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‘Forget it, Jake. It’s Chinatown’ 

 The stench of corruption is omnipresent in Roman Polanski’s seminal 1974 film 

Chinatown . As a modern recreation of traditional film noir, Polanski modifies and updates 

this genre into a so-called ‘neo noir’ film for a contemporary audience. The classic 

characterisation of the ‘hard bitten detective’ and the femme fatale are maintained, but it is 

the subtle ‘twists’ that Polanski brings which inject new life into the genre. Respected film 

critic James Berardinelli (Film Review, 2001) is quick to praise Chinatown as ‘one of the best 

films to emerge from the 1970s’; but can the film really be relevant and maintain the 

interest of a 21st century audience? 

 Berardinelli identifies Chinatown as a climactic point in both the careers of Polanski 

and Jack Nicholson, although arguably the direction of The Pianist (2002) is much more 

mature and self-assured, while Nicholson’s performance in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest  

(1976) is considerably more intense and gives a greater indication of his versatility. 

However, the reviewer correctly points out that it is the adaptation of film noir which is the 

most effective in capturing the viewer’s attention. While this genre has strict parameters, 

Polanski’s genius in ‘playing with these conventions’ results in a film that is really only 

‘traditional’ film noir at a superficial level. Berardinelli is very concerned with these changes 

and provides us with information about the development of film noir with references to 

‘Hammett, Chandler and Bogart’ to show his audience the milieu that Chinatown comes 

from.  The problem however, according to Berardinelli, is that J. J Gittes (Nicholson) ‘cares’ 

and unlike these traditional incarnations of film noir detectives, is not always ‘thick skinned’ 

or governed by ‘self interest’. In reality, though this moral certitude in the pursuit of justice 

develops as the film progresses. It is certainly not evident initially in the film as Berardinelli 

claims, because Gittes’ crass behaviour (the Chinese Joke) and self interest (‘draw up a 

standard contract’) are prominent. It is only later in the film when he is personally involved 

(It is Polanski himself who violently cuts his nose) that Berardinelli’s assertion that Gittes’ 

‘heart is bigger and beats louder’ can actually be vindicated. 

 The review does comment on how convoluted the narrative is and ‘how it requires 

the viewer to pay attention’. The plot outline that Berardinelli provides us with seems to be 

traditional film noir without the ‘jewels, gems and high priced loot’, but arguably it is this 

departure from the norm (‘water’ is the crucial symbol) that makes the film more interesting 



and less predictable for the contemporary audience. The duality of the ‘water plot’ and the 

complicated and tragic Mulwray family history is also a change from traditional film noir 

that is not discussed adequately within the review. While, Berardinelli does briefly mention 

this component in his plot summary he does not expand on it. As this review (2001) is 

directed at an audience who have seen the film, omitting comments about these critical 

relationships would appear to be a crucial oversight. 

 Following the ‘tried and true’ review format (begin with a plot summary); albeit with 

the significant addition of jargonal film terminology and some literary devices (‘litter the 

noir asphalt’), Berardinelli follows his discussion of the plot with some comments on 

characterisation. He is glowing in his commentary on Nicholson’s performance to the point 

that there is very little criticism at all. Is it possible to deliver a faultless performance as an 

actor?  Does Nicholson really display a ‘multiplicity of facets’ as Gittes such as ‘tenderness, 

intensity etc...’ or does this chameleon like performance serve only to confuse and distract a 

modern audience? The casting of John Huston as Noah Cross (the director of The Maltese 

Falcon) is however, a masterstroke as his history implies that he is very well acquainted with 

the requirements of film noir. He much more than Nicholson, clearly exemplifies a film noir 

character, in this case – the villain where his ‘oil and syrup’ portrayal gives Chinatown the 

‘danger and nastiness’ which have helped the film achieve cult status. Berardinelli does 

comment on Huston’s performance, but the importance of his role is diluted by his desire to 

be as effusive and complimentary as he can about Nicholson. Inexplicably, the final member 

of the triumvirate, Faye Dunaway (Evelyn Mulwray) is commented on in a very minimal 

fashion. As the only truly moral character, ‘with a terrible secret’ her performance does 

display as Berardinelli states an ‘ambiguity’ and intensity which should have warranted 

further discussion. Dunaway does have some failings too; her portrayal of Evelyn is 

sometimes inconsistent and her dialogue with Gittes (‘you have a flaw in your eye' riddled 

with clichés. 

 The appearance of a film is also significant in any discussion of film noir. Berardinelli 

comments that film noir does not have to be ‘in black and white’. Traditionalists however 

would argue to the contrary and this is why other reviewers have been hesitant to describe 

Chinatown (technicolour) as film noir instead coining the phrase ‘neo –noir’. Polanski is 

interested in establishing the key elements of the genre with the use of shadow, close ups, 

the ‘moody, ethereal score’ and portraying investigative techniques (photos, stopwatches, 

surveillance etc..) , but with a number of scenes occurring in  the daytime and in rural 

environments; visually Chinatown cannot be described as film noir. In addition, Gittes 

thriving P.I business (immaculate white suits, cars and assistants) and the simmering sexual 

tension that exists with Evelyn and reaches its apex with an intimate encounter are simply 

not traditional film noir elements. Instead, we should expect to see a down and out 

detective in a dingy office with a secretary he can barely afford to pay. Any relationship with 

the femme fatale would be dangerous and not reach any form of resolution (Humphrey 

Bogart and Lauren Bacall in Casablanca). Some elements of the setting (the street scenes, 



the attack on Gittes at the reservoir) are authentic; however you cannot consistently change 

the key elements of film noir and still claim that Chinatown belongs in this genre. As other 

critics have explained it, neo-noir is an ‘imitation of film noir for a contemporary audience’, 

but it is not the same thing. 

 Berardinelli is not overawed or over-enamoured by Polanski and his canon and he is 

able to maintain the sense of a truly critical analysis even though this is often buried under a 

barrage of compliments for the film and its actors. Only a cursory look at Polanski’s life 

reveals a chequered past (the reviewer quickly summarises the Sharon Tate affair) and a 

litany of box office flops (Bitter Moon, The Ninth Gate) mercilessly canned by the critics. As a 

reader, perhaps we should agree with this writer’s judgement as his review does achieve a 

sense of balance regarding the director. 

 Ultimately, Berardinelli leaves his most interesting comments to the end of the 

review, when he discusses the concluding moments of Chinatown. This is not particularly 

surprising as any reviewer of note and in fact the audience, would realise that the reason 

this film is so highly regarded lies in its disquieting and memorable final scenes. He poses 

the question: ‘Could Chinatown be made today?’ Would it resonate and be well received by 

a 21st century audience? An ending that is so pessimistic and disturbing may be a gamble in 

the modern cinematic landscape of test audiences and the pressure to make a profit on the 

initial investment. The disquiet in Chinatown comes from the fact that the villain (Noah 

Cross) has won, achieving custody of his granddaughter and daughter Katherine, while 

Evelyn Mulwray has been shot dead and Gittes discredited. To garner success with a 

conclusion that defies a contemporary audience’s expectation of a ‘happy ending is a risky 

proposition in today’s Hollywood. One however, suspects that as Berardinelli proclaims, that 

Chinatown will remain both a film ‘that explores deep, personal tragedy, but will also ‘be 

effective as a visceral and suspenseful thriller’ that will keep contemporary viewers 

enthralled and ‘”in the moment” until the final mournful scene’. 
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