
sweet smell of success movie

sweet smell of success movie stands as a quintessential example of classic American cinema, renowned for its
sharp dialogue, compelling characters, and incisive portrayal of the ruthless world of media and public
relations. Released in 1957, this film noir delves into the complexities of power, influence, and moral ambiguity
through the interactions of a powerful newspaper columnist and a desperate press agent. The sweet smell of
success movie has remained influential over the decades, not only for its narrative but also for its stylistic
and thematic contributions to the genre. This article explores the film’s background, plot, characters,
cinematic style, critical reception, and its lasting legacy in film history. Additionally, the discussion includes
key elements that make this movie a subject of study in film and cultural analysis.
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Background and Production

The sweet smell of success movie was directed by Alexander Mackendrick and produced by Harold Hecht. The
screenplay, co-written by Clifford Odets and Ernest Lehman, was adapted from a novelette by Ernest Lehman.
The production was undertaken by Hecht-Hill-Lancaster Productions, with distribution by United Artists. The
film was made during the height of the film noir era, capturing the gritty and cynical tone that defined many
movies of the 1940s and 1950s.

The production was notable for its urban New York City setting, which was captured through a combination
of location shots and studio sets. The film's budget constraints led to creative solutions in cinematography
and set design, enhancing its moody and atmospheric quality. The collaborative efforts of the director,
writers, and cast contributed to a tightly woven narrative that vividly portrays the darker side of ambition
and manipulation in the media industry.

Plot Overview and Themes

Synopsis

The sweet smell of success movie centers around J.J. Hunsecker, a powerful and ruthless newspaper columnist
played by Burt Lancaster, and Sidney Falco, a struggling press agent portrayed by Tony Curtis. Hunsecker
wields immense influence over the careers and reputations of New York City's elite, while Falco is desperate to
secure success by any means necessary. The story unfolds as Falco attempts to satisfy Hunsecker’s demands,
which include sabotaging the career of a jazz musician whom Hunsecker disapproves of.

Major Themes

The film explores themes such as power and corruption, moral compromise, and the toxic nature of ambition. It



highlights the intersection of media influence and personal ethics, illustrating how individuals navigate a world
where success often comes at the expense of integrity. The narrative also delves into the theme of
manipulation, showcasing how characters use deceit and coercion to achieve their goals.

Power dynamics in media and society

The cost of ambition and success

Manipulation and moral ambiguity

The influence of public perception

Main Characters and Performances

J.J. Hunsecker

J.J. Hunsecker, portrayed by Burt Lancaster, is the epitome of power and control within the film. As a newspaper
columnist, he manipulates public opinion and exerts pressure on those around him. Lancaster’s performance is
marked by intensity and a cold, calculating demeanor that embodies the film's noir sensibilities.

Sidney Falco

Sidney Falco, played by Tony Curtis, is a charismatic but morally conflicted press agent eager to climb the
social ladder. Curtis effectively captures Falco’s desperation and vulnerability, providing a compelling
counterpoint to Hunsecker’s dominance. The dynamic between the two leads drives the narrative tension
throughout the movie.

Supporting Characters

Supporting roles include Susan Hunsecker, J.J.’s sister, and other figures within the New York social and media
scene. These characters add depth to the story by representing various facets of ambition, loyalty, and
betrayal within the cutthroat environment.

Cinematic Style and Direction

The sweet smell of success movie is distinguished by its sharp, fast-paced dialogue and its dark, high-contrast
cinematography. Director Alexander Mackendrick employs stylistic elements characteristic of film noir, such as
deep shadows, oblique angles, and urban nighttime settings, to underscore the film’s tense and oppressive
atmosphere.

The screenplay’s biting dialogue, penned by Clifford Odets, contributes significantly to the film's tone,
providing a rhythm and intensity that heighten the drama. The film’s black-and-white cinematography by James
Wong Howe further amplifies the mood, emphasizing moral ambiguity and the characters’ inner turmoil.

Use of chiaroscuro lighting to create mood

Urban New York City setting as a character

Sharp, rapid-fire dialogue enhancing tension

Dynamic framing and camera movement



Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, the sweet smell of success movie received mixed reviews but has since been re-evaluated as a
classic of the film noir genre. Critics have praised its unflinching portrayal of power and corruption, as well
as the performances of Lancaster and Curtis. The film has gained recognition for its sophisticated screenplay
and stylistic achievements, cementing its status as an influential work in American cinema.

Over the years, the movie has been studied for its cultural and cinematic significance, particularly in academic
circles focused on media studies, ethics, and film theory. Its enduring appeal lies in its complex characters,
moral ambiguity, and incisive social commentary.

Impact on Popular Culture and Film Studies

The sweet smell of success movie has left a lasting imprint on popular culture and film scholarship. It has
inspired numerous filmmakers and screenwriters, influencing the depiction of media figures and the exploration of
cynical themes in cinema. The film’s dialogue and stylistic elements have been referenced and parodied in various
media.

In film studies, the movie is frequently cited as a prime example of film noir’s evolution and its capacity to
engage with contemporary social issues. Its examination of media power dynamics remains relevant, making it a
valuable subject for discussions on journalism ethics and the portrayal of ambition in film.

Influence on subsequent film noir and neo-noir works1.

Inspiration for portrayals of media moguls and power brokers2.

Use as a teaching tool in film and media courses3.

Continued relevance in discussions of media ethics4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the plot of the movie 'Sweet Smell of Success'?

'Sweet Smell of Success' is a 1957 film noir that follows the ruthless New York newspaper columnist J.J.
Hunsecker and his manipulative press agent Sidney Falco as they navigate the cutthroat world of media, power,
and influence.

Who are the main actors in 'Sweet Smell of Success'?

The main actors in 'Sweet Smell of Success' are Burt Lancaster, who plays J.J. Hunsecker, and Tony Curtis,
who portrays Sidney Falco.

What themes does 'Sweet Smell of Success' explore?

'Sweet Smell of Success' explores themes such as the corrupting influence of power, the dark side of media and
celebrity culture, manipulation, and moral ambiguity.



Why is 'Sweet Smell of Success' considered a classic film noir?

'Sweet Smell of Success' is considered a classic film noir due to its cynical tone, sharp dialogue, morally
complex characters, and its exploration of corruption and manipulation in the world of journalism.

Who directed 'Sweet Smell of Success'?

The film 'Sweet Smell of Success' was directed by Alexander Mackendrick.

Has 'Sweet Smell of Success' influenced other films or media?

'Sweet Smell of Success' has influenced many films and media with its portrayal of ruthless ambition and media
manipulation, inspiring later works that delve into the dark side of fame and power.

Additional Resources
1. "The Sweet Smell of Success: The Life and Times of J.J. Hunsecker"
This biography delves into the life of the fictional character J.J. Hunsecker, exploring the ruthless world of
1950s New York journalism and power. It offers a deep analysis of the character’s motivations and the
cultural context behind the movie. Readers gain insight into the cutthroat nature of media and influence during
that era.

2. "Power and Corruption in Mid-Century American Journalism"
This book examines the ethical dilemmas and power struggles within the American press during the 1940s and
1950s. Featuring case studies and historical examples, it parallels the themes presented in *The Sweet Smell of
Success*. It is an essential read for understanding the media landscape that inspired the film.

3. "Hollywood Noir: Crime and Corruption on the Silver Screen"
Focusing on the noir genre, this book analyzes how films like *The Sweet Smell of Success* portray the darker
sides of ambition and moral compromise. It discusses cinematic techniques and narrative structures that create
the tense atmosphere characteristic of noir. The book also explores the social commentary embedded in these
films.

4. "The Anatomy of a Scandal: Media Manipulation and Public Perception"
This text explores how media figures manipulate public opinion and control narratives, mirroring the tactics
seen in *The Sweet Smell of Success*. It includes psychological insights and historical scandals that reveal
the power of the press. The book is a study of influence, reputation, and the cost of success.

5. "Behind the Scenes: The Making of The Sweet Smell of Success"
This detailed account offers readers an inside look at the production of the 1957 film. It covers the
screenplay development, casting choices, and directorial vision that brought the story to life. Interviews with
cast and crew provide a unique perspective on the film's enduring legacy.

6. "Ambition and Ethics: Navigating the Dark Side of Success"
A philosophical and psychological exploration of ambition’s impact on personal values, this book uses *The
Sweet Smell of Success* as a case study. It discusses the balance between professional drive and ethical
boundaries in high-pressure environments. Readers are invited to reflect on the consequences of unchecked
ambition.

7. "Media Moguls and Their Influence on American Culture"
This book traces the rise of influential media tycoons who shaped public discourse in the 20th century. Drawing
parallels to characters like J.J. Hunsecker, it examines how media ownership affects news and entertainment. The
work highlights the intersection of power, business, and culture.

8. "Dark Ambitions: The Psychology of Manipulation in Film Noir"
Focusing on psychological themes, this book analyzes how manipulation and control are central to film noir
narratives, including *The Sweet Smell of Success*. It explores character motivations and the human psyche



behind deceit and power plays. The book offers a deeper understanding of the genre’s complex characters.

9. "New York City in the 1950s: A Cultural and Social History"
Providing rich background context, this book paints a vivid picture of New York City during the time *The
Sweet Smell of Success* is set. It covers the social dynamics, cultural trends, and urban atmosphere that
influenced the film’s story. Readers gain a comprehensive understanding of the city’s role as a character in its
own right.
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