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Sunset Boulevard (Wilder, 1950)

Focus Questions

0.00– 13.00
1. In narrative terms, is there anything unconventional about the start of the film?

2. The opening titles show the street name ‘Sunset Blvd’ in the gutter. What’s the connotation?

3. What is the purpose of the voiceover? Does it suggest a certain stylistic context or genre for analysis?
4. How realistic is the dialogue?
5. The film makes self-conscious references to many real actors (e.g. Alan Ladd) and films (e.g. Gone With the Wind) and many people appear in the movie as themselves. Why does it do this?

6. What genre identifiers are used in the opening scenes? 
13.00 – 37.00
7. Is there anything to say about the introduction of Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson’s character)? Look, for example, at the lighting. What impression is Wilder trying to create? Is another genre being evoked?
8. How is the location of the house used? What tone does it establish? What about the creepy butler (played by Erich Von Stroheim)? Why are there so many candles? Is another genre being evoked?
9. Why does Gloria Swanson overact so much? Is she just a terrible actress?
10. What sort of imagery is employed when Joe Gillis (William Holden) looks out of the window?
11. Joe dreams about chimps and organ grinders. What’s the significance?
12. Is there anything noticeable about the use of music the morning after Joe’s dream?
13. How believable are characters like Max and Norma? Are they caricatures? How serious is this film?
14. Norma Desmond doesn’t like dialogue. Why not? Is there a level of irony being employed here?
15. Who are the people around the table during the bridge game? (Try here!)
16. What is the symbolic value of Joe’s car being repossessed?
37.00 – 63.00
17. Are the audience directed to sympathise or empathise with anyone in this movie? Is anyone ‘likeable’? Does the movie have a moral framework? Is anything seen as ‘wrong’ or ‘right’?
18. The movie that Norma and Joe watch is ‘Queen Kelly’, starring Gloria Swanson and directed by Erich von Stroheim (he makes a veiled reference to his own directing career later in the film, at about 86 mins.). It was an unreleased failure which ended, (more or less) Swanson’s acting career and (totally) von Stroheim’s directing career. Why did Wilder use it here? 

19.  Are there any / many of the typical ‘noir’ shots or motifs on display (think skewed angles, hi-hat shots, extreme high angles, mirrors, stairs, smoke…)?
20. How do the ‘young’ characters different from the older characters? How is Betty Schaefer’s attitude to film different from Norma Desmond’s?
21. How would you describe the tone when Norma ‘seduces’ Joe? Is it sexy or sinister?
22. Why does Wilder have Norma dressed as Charlie Chaplin when she has her tantrum?
63.00 – 85.00
23. ‘Turn that light back where it belongs’, says Cecil B. DeMille. What significance does this have?

24. What are the primary narrative oppositions in this film?
25. There is a motif of mirrors in the film. What symbolic significance do they carry?
26. What impression of Norma is the audience supposed to have at 1.17.30?
27. Betty and Joe take a ‘romantic’ walk down a street which is very obviously artificial. What might this signify?
85.00 – 110.00

28. How many love stories are there in this film?
29. Why is there so much emphasis on the pool in the film?
30. Is there any enigma in this film at all?
31. What’s the significance of Norma’s posturing before the mirror before she goes in to comfort Joe? (At 1.39.)
32. When Norma looks up into the light, repeating ‘I’m a star’ (1.42) is an earlier scene being paralleled? Why?
33. ‘Funny how gentle people get with you when you’re dead.’ Who or what is being criticised in this movie (especially at the end?)
34. This film has been called ‘The Noirest of Noirs’. Is it? Is it the aesthetic, the narrative, the characters, the themes, the ideology which make it a noir?
35. Louis Mayer said that William Wilder deserved to be ‘horsewhipped’ for making this film. Why?
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‘Yes, this is Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, California. It's about 5 0'clock in the morning. That's the homicide squad, complete with detectives and newspaper men.’





‘I’m ready for my close-up now, Mr DeMille…’








