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Milo Ollerearnshaw

Dissertation

Crime - Good or Evil: How to analyze the antihero and hero theory in the
realm of films in the crime genre? An analysis into how the hero and
antihero theory works to shape feature films.

Abstract

“This dissertation is about the analysis of existing theories in the canon of heroes and
antiheroes, how it's applied to films in the crime genre. | have analyzed the theories by
comparing both concepts, to explore their coexistence, performativity and the way their
performance shapes a film using simple and complex protagonists as the narrative drivers. A

hypothesis of glorification of violence in feature films.”
Introduction

| will attempt to analyze and explore two closely related theories that work in conjunction with
each other when identifying a film's use of hero and antihero as narrative drivers. | am going to
discuss the use of hero and antihero theory within the confinements of film and more

specifically the crime genre.

How the two theories relate to each other, how they compare in many ways and yet are

academically studied as separate theories.

The question | have put forward in this dissertation will function to explore the ideology of hero
and antiheros in films to get a sense of how the theories work, analyzing performance and

analysis its self.
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The Hero and Antihero Theories

The hero theory is about analyzing the performance and theme behind a protagonist. The
theory can be explained by referring to my example of; Take Amazon Prime, 007 Sky Fall (2012)

Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/video/detail/amznl.dv.gti.22a9f67c-348d-5a76-

e154-c3f3c5e742697autoplay=08&ref =atv _cf strg wb (09/01/2023)., he has shining heroism,

untarnished human integrity and exemplary morals that appeal to the audience as correct and
fair, his character is fundamentally of good nature even when carrying out murder and illegal
acts in the name of espionage. He holds this status of the clean guy with pride and good sense
of character throughout the storyline. He is a perfect example of a hero as defined in the classic
hero theory. For him to achieve this status, he must retain these characteristics throughout the
film. Straight forward hero films tend be made for entertainment and are often rated for family

viewing.

Here is a definition from ‘South African Writers Write’, giving a simplified view of this complex
theme: “A fiction hero is a ‘character in a book, play, or film, who is typically identified with

good qualities, and with whom the reader is expected to sympathize’.” Writers Write, Heroes

and Anti-Heroes (2014) Available at: https://www.writerswrite.co.za/heroes-and-anti-heroes-

whats-the-difference/ (08/01/2023).



https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/video/detail/amzn1.dv.gti.22a9f67c-348d-5a76-e154-c3f3c5e74269?autoplay=0&ref_=atv_cf_strg_wb
https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/video/detail/amzn1.dv.gti.22a9f67c-348d-5a76-e154-c3f3c5e74269?autoplay=0&ref_=atv_cf_strg_wb
https://www.writerswrite.co.za/heroes-and-anti-heroes-whats-the-difference/
https://www.writerswrite.co.za/heroes-and-anti-heroes-whats-the-difference/
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The antihero theory is similar to the hero theory, in that the main protagonist has flaws in
character; they may be a drunkard or introverted and display more complex characteristics. We
are given a protagonist so that we feel the character is more realistic in terms of relatability to
us as the audience. It also allows for a lot more context in a film, to have a protagonist who is
not perfect in many ways. Netflix, Nightcrawler (2014) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70295182?source=35 (08/01/2023) for example the lead

protagonist plays a slightly psychopathic news journalist, this is a type of human experience we

come across in real life.

In the following quote, | am demonstrating the way the use of antiheros has its roots in

storytelling history.

An in-depth example of how to explain the antihero theory; “The “anti-hero” (also known as
the flawed hero) is a common character archetype for the antagonist that has been around
since the comedies and tragedies of Greek theater. Unlike the traditional hero who is morally
upright and steadfast, the anti-hero usually has a flawed moral character. The moral
compromises he or she makes can often be seen as the unpleasant means to an appropriately
desired end—such as breaking a finger to get answers—whatever it takes for the protagonist to
come to justice. Other times, however, the moral flaws are simply moral flaws, like alcoholism,
infidelity, or an uncontrollable and violent temper.” Relevant, The rise of the Anti-hero (2023)

Available at: https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/rise-anti-hero/ (08/01/2023).

Both theories are tied to the protagonist of the film. Upon researching, | found that there in
theory they have the same positive and negative traits, but used for villains. A villain can be a

heroic villain or an antihero villain.


https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70295182?source=35
https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/rise-anti-hero/
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In the link below, this is evidenced through the examples of Jason Bourne from the Bourne

Supremacy and the eerie Hannibal Lector from Silence of the Lambs as a compare and contrast:

Story Grid,(2023) Available at: https://storygrid.com/create-your-anti-hero-or-anti-villain/

(10/01/2023).

The villain is unmistakably written with negative characteristics, and can be viewed as a counter

part to a story or the opposite if you like, and is used as an enhancement to the hero story.

‘Villains will stop at nothing to accomplish their objectives, while anti-heroes would do
whatever to uphold justice.” GoBookMart, Villain & Antihero (2023) Available at:
https://gobookmart.com/the-major-difference-between-villain-and-antagonist-anti-hero/

(08/01/2023).

An antiheroes’ journey is an attempt to bettering themselves, in the eye of the audience,
whereas heroes create a journey to follow, engaging the audience through context of their

path.

Most antiheroes fall for their own mistakes. Antiheroes are known as heroes in their own film,
they are still the main protagonist of the film and still heroic in their performance in relation to

other characters.

When written intentionally both theories can shape a film’s theme mood and drive, the
protagonist always has a huge role to play in a film, | will be discussing the effects of using both
theories in performance using case studies | have already established. The theory itself shapes a

narrative of a film and its conclusive impact.


https://storygrid.com/create-your-anti-hero-or-anti-villain/
https://gobookmart.com/the-major-difference-between-villain-and-antagonist-anti-hero/
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It can feel like antiheroes are really what happens in life behind closed doors, do we even meet
someone like this? Is it a reflection of what happens in life that we don’t see? Anti-heroes are
lives of characters that could have existed without being noticed, an exaggerated insight into
what we don’t witness. The consciences of the character actor can also drive a film, is their
conscience when killing hero or an antihero, do they answer questions heroically correct or do

they have a conscience that they doubt and don’t trust other people or themselves.

These theories are deliberately chosen when in the writing process of a script, it isn't purely
analytical conclusion, but forms part of an Executive Producer’s brief for the screen writer.
Master Class, Hero's Journey ™ (2023) Available at:

https://www.masterclass.com/articles/writing-101-what-is-the-heros-journey (08/01/2023).

Explaining these two theories allows me to explain what they mean; antiheroes can be

confused with antagonists or characters that follow a hero.


https://www.masterclass.com/articles/writing-101-what-is-the-heros-journey
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Villains

The below Ven diagram image shows an example of how the hero and antihero compares and

overlaps:

Figure 1

Danielle Adams ‘What’s the deal with anti-heroes’ Available at: https://danielle-

adams.com/2020/07/28/whats-the-deal-with-anti-heroes/ (09/02.2023).

Alu-nero

Redeemable

Tendancy to come’
good at the last

Often do good
Inadvertantly or
under duress

Some kind of
moral compass
even If skewed

Conflicted
Self interested
Dishonest

Evil

Murder for its own sake

Villain

We can see clearly for example above what traits heroes and antiheroes have, this diagram lists
a host of stereotypical thinking and characteristics. Films use opposing attributes to create
characters as antiheroes or heroes. The theory of villains as opposed to heroes, came up in

closer inspection of my research of identifying personas.

Lee Street, K . (2013) Writing & Selling Crime Film Screenplays. Kamera Books: Page 162—
Protagonists may be flawed — abusers of women alcohol, drugs suspects and so on - but they

usually have some sort of moral compass however hypocritical that may be on the part of the

writer.


https://danielle-adams.com/2020/07/28/whats-the-deal-with-anti-heroes/
https://danielle-adams.com/2020/07/28/whats-the-deal-with-anti-heroes/
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Looking at the diagram below, we can see that there is a clear correlation between heroes and

villains:

Figure 2

StoryGrid How to create your hero and antihero. Available at: https://storygrid.com/create-

your-anti-hero-or-anti-villain/ (09/01/2023).

The anti-villain and anti-hero sit
on the outer edges of the
tradition roles.

Hero

Heroic
Strong Moral Code

Saves the victim

Anti-hero
Anti-villain

| suggest that maybe a villain can be a hero protagonist in newer generations of film, and will

talk about this more later on.
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The Crime Genre

The genre of crime in film also has a host of sub-categories and sub-genre branches that have
been developed overtime, such as: crime action, crime comedy, crime drama, crime thriller,

gangster films, heist films.
The reference below explains some of the genres of crime and their outlines:

TheScriptLab, Crime (2023) Available at: https://thescriptlab.com/screenplay/genre/980-crime/
(08/01/2023

Case Studies

| have chosen 6 case studies to relate my argument to; 3 hero-based films and 3 antihero-based

films. My case studies are:
Heroes

e The Mechanic, Jason Statham, Roger Erbert, The Mechanic (1972) Available at:

https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-mechanic-1972 (2023).

e Walk among the Tombstones, Liam Neeson Roger Erbert, A walk among the tombstone

(1972) Available at: https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/a-walk-among-the-

tombstones-2014 (2023).

e Primal Fear, Richard Gere Empire, Primal Fear Review (2000) Available at:

(https://www.empireonline.com/movies/reviews/primal-fear-review/) (10/01/2023)
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Antiheroes

e Pulp Fiction, Samuel Jackson, What Culture, 25 greatest Ever Movie AntiHeroes (2015)

Available at: https://whatculture.com/film/25-greatest-ever-movie-anti-

heroes?page=22 (10/01/2023).

e Nightcrawler, Jake Gyllanhaal What Culture, 25 greatest Ever Movie AntiHeroes (2015)

Available at: https://whatculture.com/film/25-greatest-ever-movie-anti-heroes?page=6

(10/01/2023).
e Taxidriver, Albert Brooks What Culture, 25 greatest Ever Movie AntiHeroes (2015)

Available at: https://whatculture.com/film/25-greatest-ever-movie-anti-

heroes?page=25 (10/01/2023).

When watching a film, the cinematic tools used to introduce the main character in the opening
sequence, make it usually instantly recognizable into which of these two theories the main

protagonist will fall.

Good or Evil

Crime - Good or Evil? My academic question in the dissertation relates to heroes and
antiheroes and how within the crime genre, criminal activity or leading characters are
portrayed through Good or Evil actions? In Nightcrawler, for example, the protagonist is evil
evidenced through his violence towards others, but he is also driven by honorable motives to
do good. Jason Statham as the protagonist in The Mechanic, is a portrayed as good but still
acting violently and therefore could be classed as evil. The viewer is left with uncertainty

whether the character’s psychological drivers are good or evil.
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My research also led me to look at something more philosophical and historical. | found that
“Carl Jung” formulated the idea of archetypes and | thought this would link into how heroes
and antiheroes are written; maybe some archetypes swing between heroic and anti-heroic

thinking and performance.

The hero's journey as such is an old theory in which a good character is able to overcome
obstacles, and before film existed was used in literature as a story telling device. Crarl Jung
Depth Psychology, Hero (2020) Available at:

https://carljungdepthpsychologysite.blog/2020/05/04/carl-jung-on-the-hero-

lexicon/#.Y9GX3uzP0-S (10/01/2023).

In the article below we learn about Carl Jung’s model of the 4 Archetypes and the merging of

the conscious and the unconscious.

Harappa, Carl Jung (2023) Available at: https://harappa.education/harappa-diaries/carl-jung-

theory-of-
archetypes/#:~:text=Carl%20Jung%20identified%20four%20main,us%20understand%20the%20

Jungian%20archetypes (08/01/2023).

| would argue that Sigmund Freud’s theories defined the Zeitgeist of archetypes and determines
the idea of stereotypical concepts of a character. Hero and antiheroes can be any archetype of
person, but the theory of heroes and antiheroes judges them on morality, and also follows the

boundaries of being a type of recognizable stereotypical person that might be familiar to us.
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Analysis

Analyzing the personalities of heroes and antiheroes is key to deconstructing their make-up.
With this in mind, | will now demonstrate how the theories of heroes and antiheroes are

applied in the context of English language crime films.

| will do this by exploring why we apply these theories and contrast some films in the crime
genre that depict how the concepts help to move the narrative along. Once | have made my
arguments clear, | will progress into concepts and ideas within some underlying research

categories.

Compare and Contrast

| have asked myself why screen writers use heroes as part of their story telling. | noticed that
heroes are used to create exciting moments in the on-screen action which could only be carried
out by someone with immense courage or ability. A wholesome character who is a hero will
only act with good morals and ethics; it doesn't matter what the situation they are faced with
and the audience understands and trusts this. The storylines often conclude with unfolding
action in which evil can be defeated by good, and the moral of the story ends up being that it is

better to be a person with integrity.

Antiheroes are used differently to heroes in storytelling mechanics. They represent a much
richer resource of tension and risk to create films with. In real life very few have straight up
hero qualities as the human condition requires us to navigate the fate we are dealt in life and

this can make us act in unexpected ways.
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Basically, in creating a hero film, the moral of the story is that good people exist in all walks of
life; by contrast using antiheroes we can create a chain of events that doesn't necessarily exist
in reality. To create these kinds of tension, a film maker might for example use high camera
angles to make a certain character seem more significant; this technique may also be

underpinned by a dramatic film score.

The Writing Process

Choosing to write about a hero or antihero at the beginning of your project defines what film
you want to create; how you want your protagonists to come across and if the story itself of a
person with hero or antihero qualities. Once this is decided the screen writer can start
imagining their main character according to the treatment concept. MasterClass, Writing Crime

Fiction *(2023) Available at: https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-write-a-crime-novel

(08/01/2023). The article in the link above gives techniques into how to write a crime script.

The hero and antihero concepts are used to divide a simply theoretical look on a film, and
whilst it might seem like quite a small theory in the sense that there are more characters in a
film that have different qualities, these two theories are fundamental in the canon of crime
writing. A lead in a film is very crucial to creating a the story arc; the theme, form and style can
be decided on the ideology of these two theories. Most films focus on a character to lead the
film’s heroes; are they of good conscience? Antiheroes are usually seen as anything but having

a heroic quality, although they can do good or normal things within this.

The interesting element about film is how iconography can contradict our presumptions by
using the same attribute in a different manner — for example by how the perception of police,

drugs, or crime itself can be seen.

15


https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-write-a-crime-novel

Milo Ollerearnshaw

When creating a film from pre-production to postproduction you have creative input from all
angles, each job within a film production has its own influence on the end product. For
example, the script writer does not oversee the props compositions or the casting. My point is
that characters and style of a hero or antihero are also fundamentally molded by an actors’
view on the script and the creative input of each and every department and production

process.

Sometimes we follow a protagonist throughout the film thinking of them as a hero or antihero
but as we draw to the end, we see the unraveled truth to be exposed as the opposite. At the
beginning of a film, we have not quite decided the visual fate for protagonists or antagonist; as
we grow with them during the film, our emotions are tested with every incident that they go

through as a character. (Primal Fear)

The first 5 mins of the action is the most interesting due to the yet to be defined basis of the
film; as the storyline progresses further, we begin to subconsciously follow the development of
the characters. We are always wondering what happens next, sometimes we get to a point
where we do not believe the film will end — our preconceived ideas of storylines tell us that it is

too soon, what happens next becomes the basis of a film. (A Walk among the Tombstones)

A film led by a hero does not always play out to have a heroic ending; many films play with the
idea of heroes and how we can manipulate a film to have innovative ideas behind them. Primal
Fear has a hero who always does the right thing, but the twists and turns of the plot leave him

deceived at the end; he still retains the heroic status of someone with good values and does

right whenever he can. | am using this film to follow examples that don’t only have action and
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gun fights to create characters and tension; this film uses psychology and ethics to move along
a detective thread. The hero now must be the person who tried to act with as much integrity as
possible. We see this main character as a man of the law, a forward-thinking man who only

wants to help, with a villain who is definitely trying to come across as innocent.

It is argued that antiheroes are more realistic; this is true from my perceptive as they have been
given more realistic traits. Heroes usually have traits that drive a film and make it look exciting,
and there are many hero films that also concentrate on being realistic like — Primal Fear for
example. The protagonist hero just comes across as being quite simple, but is a hero in his own
right as a good person. It is still fair to say that antiheroes have attributes that normal people
have; flaws in character and are relatable because nobody is perfect in real life. Heroes glow
with perfection throughout the film and any judgments they make are considered correct and

kind.

This academic source below helps to underpin my view that antiheroes are more realistic; "Due
to their flaws and weaknesses, anti-heroes tend to be more relatable and sympathetic than
traditional heroes. In addition, they can demonstrate vulnerability in very real ways, meaning
people may root for them even if they make poor choices.” Jobes, A. (2019) Society 's Changing
Values: A Cultural Perspective on the Sexualizing of Male Villains and Antiheroes in Film and
Television. Jobes, A. (2019) Society 's Changing Values: A Cultural Perspective on the Sexualizing
of Male Villains and Antiheroes in Film and Television. JayScholar:

https://jayscholar.etown.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1004&context=englstu#:~:text=Due%

20to%20their%20flaws%20and,if%20they%20make%20poor%20choices
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Both hero and antihero theories are important to the creative process of film for
entertainment; be it good over evil or evil over good. The ideas of both theories have roots
going back to pre-film literature and philosophy. The very idea of a heroic protagonist or
someone with lesser qualities is often seen used in the early days of literature, for example in
myths. Short Form, ‘The hero with a Thousand Faces (2023) Available at:

https://www.shortform.com/summary/the-hero-with-a-thousand-faces-summary-joseph-

campbell?gclid=CjwKCAiAkfucBhBBEiwAFjbkrxfX JGsVDwrMzgKxNovyxxpeRrcFOQuTxtN1k-

O30MFcSEVXeH1C8hoCAPYQAVD BweE (08/01/2023).

Historical Analysis

| asked myself what the historical view on heroes and antiheroes is. By viewing the origins of
the crime genre through different lenses, | sought to understand what we understand about

the development into using heroes and antiheroes?

“The commonly accepted definition of crime fiction is a work in which crime is central to the

plot. The roots of crime fiction are traceable to the earliest human narratives, including the

III

Greek and Roman myths and the biblical tale of Cain and Abe
How crime began in novels/books said to be the beginning of the crime genre itself;

Wiley, Sociology Lens Insights (2023) Available at: https://www.sociologylens.net/article-

types/opinion/evolution-of-crime-films-

2/9651#:~:text=The%20earliest%20crime%20film%20may,era%20in%20the%20United%20Stat

es (08/01/2023).

The first modern detective story is often thought to be Edgar Allan Poe's The Murders in the
Rue Morgue, a short story published in 1841 that introduced the world to private detective

Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin.
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‘The general consensus is that the detective story begins with Edgar Allen Poe, the “Father” of
detective genre. Crime fiction, however, of which Poe’s detective stories form subset, has a
much earlier provenance, and in order to understand contemporary attitudes to crime, and
narratives of crime..” Scaggs, J. (2005) Crime Fiction : Routledge. Page 7. This quote from a
literature book on crime fiction allows us to understand that heroes are a basis, for newer

stories and narratives to evolve from its past.

Agatha Christie is famous for her novel writing; a good film stems from a good story, and her
stories are classics examples. ‘The Death on the Nile’ shows her incredible skill as a hero writer,

leaving the audience guessing if they can work out the mystery before the detective does.

“Christie's stories are ripe for adaptation; the first film adaptation came in 1928 with the first
non-English language adaptation coming a year later. Foreign filmmakers have taken a
particular liking to Christie's work. Of the more than 30 film adaptations, 14 are non-English
adaptations. The best adaptations of her work are wide-ranging and are made in many different

countries.” ScreenRant, Agatha Christie (2023) Available at: https://screenrant.com/best-

agatha-christie-movie-adaptations-according-to-imdb/#crooked-house-2017-6-3 (08/01/2023).

Here are 2 of Christie’s works adapted into film; both novel adaptations in example have a hero

as the lead character.

Death on the Nile - Death on the Nile - IMDB, Death on the Nile (2023) Available at:
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt7657566/

Murder on the Orient Express - Murder on the orient express: IMDB, Murder on the Orient

Express (2023) Available at: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0071877/ (08/01/2023).
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| want to now explore some historical research to compare to the modern style of crime genre,
by looking into heroes and antiheroes in this light. A lot of films are based on existing novels, be

it modern or old.

Crime and Punishment is also an example of a film derived from a novel; Crime and
Punishment (2002) YouTube, 2012,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DYZqr200WPE&ab channel=lynobo

Heroes were still prevalent as main basis of crime films in the 1920’s and 1940’s known as “hard
boiled crime fiction”. Novel Suspects, Hard-Boiled (2023) Available at:
https://www.novelsuspects.com/articles/how-james-m-cain-epitomized-hard-boiled-crime-

fiction/ (07/01/2023).

Film Noir was a period of great content and | would like to present an example of the hero

written before modern film technology existed.

For example, the “Noir Detective” ; while noir stories almost always involve crime and
underworlds (of both the social and psychological kinds), not all crime stories are noir. New

Frame, Crime Noir(2021) Available at: https://www.newframe.com/crime-noir-is-all-dressed-

up-with-everywhere-to-go (10/01/2023).

Britannica (2023) Available at: https://www.britannica.com/art/hard-boiled-fiction (2023). This

reference shows the definition of hardboiled crime, generally used in the 1920’s and 1940’s.

The Big Sleep for example is a classic hero motivated film, a noir film that dates back to the
1940’s, and has set precedence in using the same tactics as we do today to portray heroes. The

protagonist is on edge but always holding his heroic personality.

The Big Sleep Official trailer (2013) YouTube, The Big Sleep Official Trailer #1 - Humphrey

Bogart, Lauren Bacall Movie (1946) HD
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CLASSIC
TRAILER

IPL, The big Sleep (2023) Available at: https://www.ipl.org/essay/The-Hero-In-Raymond-

Chandlers-The-Big-FCXQQEMVDSB (Accessed: 10/01/2023)

Whodunit

Another genre of iconographic style is the “Whodunit” umbrella of style.
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“Whodunit” is a theory about mystery stories that keeps the criminal's identity a secret until
the very end. If a movie is a whodunit, there's usually a detective investigating what's almost

always a murder case.

YardBarker (2023) Available at:

https://www.yardbarker.com/entertainment/articles/the 25 best whodunit films/s1 32709

596#slide 1 (Accessed: 2023).

Stewart, R. (2016) AntiHero. Place of Bell And Bain : Page 7 - explains and finds antiheroes
paradoxical throughout literature, film and television. The idea of hero is subverted; we
encounter protagonists that are ineffectual, flawed and seemingly contain no qualities that
relate to heroism. “Heroes were more common later on in crime genre development, so the

antihero is considered the inverse of a hero.

“We can begin to consider the antihero in terms of negation, of what they are not — honest,
idealistic, courageous, honorable, noble. And yet they continue to appeal. The role of the
antihero then, it seems, is to challenge the ways which we see, or wish to see. Ourselves, and
whereas heroes are celebrated and revered due to their commitment to their honour and
pride, the antihero, whilst possibly having their own code of conduct, requires no veneration; in
fact these characters refuse to bow to expectations of society and rebel against the rules that
bind us all ..." This extract quote is giving a view on the antiheroes, how we analytically see an

antihero. Stewart, R. (2016) AntiHero. . Place of Bell And Bain : Page 7
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“The superhero is one that is particularly interesting with regard to discussion of heroics, and by
extension the antihero. Arguably we are drawn to antiheroes specifically because they are not
superhuman and do not have entirely virtuous qualities; it is the flaws, the rebellious nature or
immoral undertones of the antihero, that make them more interesting...” Stewart, R. (2016)

AntiHero. Place of Bell And Bain: Page 8

While most character arcs for heroes work towards some positive character development, the

arc for antiheroes is the inverse.

Performance

Most heroes have a journey that they must undergo in the story to achieve their heroic goal, as
the viewer this is what engages us and get us to invest our good will for the character to

succeed.

“The Hero’s Journey is a pattern of narrative identified by the American scholar Joseph
Campbell that appears in drama, storytelling, myth, religious ritual, and psychological
development. It describes the typical adventure of the archetype known as The Hero, the
person who goes out and achieves great deeds on behalf of the group, tribe, or civilization.”
EAC Library, Film and Media Studies (2023) Available at:
https://eac.libguides.com/c.php?g=723550&p=5368501 (2023).
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Exploring the Case Studies

Nightcrawler uses each incident in the storyline to build the character and to build story.
Developing a character driven form and style, whereas Primal Fear uses mystery to build
tension between the protagonist and antagonist. Leaning on the heroic tendencies to be

correct and fair when judging his subject.

The Mechanic uses a twisted performance style with huge turns and outcomes. A Walk
amongst the Tombstones uses friendship and heroic humor to build a story; Pulp Fiction on the
other hand uses unexpected action and problems to build a slightly satirical feel about the
antihero. Taxi Driver uses sympathetic problems that are illicit or illegal and uses these to build

the story.

The films that | have chosen to present as part of my case study are drastically different from
each other, but interestingly carry both theories within them. A lot of actors are cast and recast
because they have streamlined their career to act or depict a certain stereotype. Jason Statham
in most of his appearances as an actor will be part of a heroic story based on action
entertainment. Jake Gyllenhaal's is usually cast in more psychopathic roles and is therefore
positioned as the antihero. Liam Neeson acts both hero and antihero but is always the

protagonist and the film is built around his character and the lead role.
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Within antihero films we form an opinion with their actions this can be interpretated differently
with different peoples view on life or experiences, with a hero-led film the opinion is usually
made for us that they are a good person with morals, so the opinion goes with the story and

journey more than their attributes, which are usually shown blatantly with their performances.

Hero and Antihero as Story Lead

| would like demonstrate how my case studies are giving examples of character and
composition to help provide analysis of each film’s categorization as either having a hero or an
antihero. | explore what their role is in changing the flow of the film as the protagonist. Each
trait of the protagonist has the power to shape the entire film narrative. This is why when
shaping and writing a hero or antihero film establishing the nature of the protagonist is key to
the majority of films. Characterization is underpinned by the hero and antihero structure and is

an important consideration when writing and producing a feature film.

e The Mechanic Netflix, The Mechanic (2011) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70136075?source=35 (08.01/2023). Jason Statham is

the hero protagonist of this film and he has a cool calm collective character who stares
death and murder in the face. His language comes across arrogant and precise; in this
film he is presented as a strong hitman. This trope or archetype is also used widely in
other ‘hitman-style’ films such as Shimmer Lake. Although he goes through conflicting

scenes with the antagonist, he holds true to his established character. Flaws are quite a
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broad boundary, each small flaw can create a different character, the character’s
profession also has a lot to say about a character.

e Walking Among Tombstones Netflix, A walk among the tombstones (2014) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/80007406?source=35 (08.01/2023). Liam Neeson

plays a smart detective who makes fair and generous decisions, always heroic in his
personality, not so much in his character performance. This makes heartfelt hero drama
relatable to its audience as a moral story. This kind of hero can be understood and is
relatable to a wide audience, for example spanning across age groups and geographic

location.

e Primal Fear Netflix, Primal fear (1996) Available at:

https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/873159?source=35 (08.01/2023). Richard Gere plays a

confused detective who, as a hero, seems to have a helpful personality, slightly
confused about what journey he is facing. This shapes a film based around the
judgement of a hero.

e Nightcrawler Netflix, Nightcrawler (2014) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70295182?source=35 (05/01/2023). Jake Gyllenhaal is

a lonesome timid antihero. He is brave with his language, he films crime scenes for a
news channel and doesn't have a social life. The scenic colour pallet used is limited to
dark greens and blues and is mostly shot at night. Shaping a film around a loner with a
psychotic passion for filming crime scenes, the character is carefully constructed in the
very early stages of the film.

e Pulp Fiction . Netflix, Pulp Fiction (1994) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/880640?source=35 (05/01/2023). Samuel Jackson

plays an antihero hit man with ties to all sorts of criminal activity, but also holds a sense

of humorous punch lines. “Pulp Fiction follows the exploits of two hitmen; Vincent and
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Jules. These men are antiheroes, but | wonder why we call them this. | feel it is because
they are central characters and they are the nearest the audience can relate to as
resembling heroes in the movie. Marshall, D . (2003) The Cinema Anti-Hero. Athena
Press. Page 26 The characters shape this film into a drug related crime film with good
intentions and is built using character contexts within every scene. “the debates
between thieves about random subjects are enjoyable and develop character” Lee
Street, K. (2013) Writing & Selling Crime Film Screenplays. Kamera Books: Page 152

e Taxi Driver Netflix, Taxi driver (1976) Available at:

https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/18907685?source=35 (08.01/2023). Albert Brooks

plays a troubled man with no social skills with women, who holds down a lonely job
where he isn't judged for his personality. A man with no sense of authority, we see the

different phases he goes through and which all connect and make sense to the viewer.

Sound Scape

A good film rarely comes without corresponding sounds, foley artistry and musical scores to
boost the excitement or tension. Non-diegetic sounds can be attributed to the hero or antihero,
and help to build tension or highlight someone's actions, be it evil or good. “Music in film serves
several functions. Among them, it helps shape emotional responses, creates a rhythm to scenes
and segments, and comments on the action. Music is often crucial to the experience of a scene
and, in some cases, becomes as iconic as the movies themselves. Certain pieces of film music
have transcended their cinematic roots, such the shrieking strings of Psycho” Rider University

(2023) Available at: https://www.rider.edu/about/news/2014/10/14/symposium-examines-

role-music-film (08/01/2023).

Aesthetics
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No matter what antiheroic challenges and experiences a hero has whilst featuring in their role,
there is no change to how the character and their morals are aligned to their core storytelling
function, Netflix, Parker (2013) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70241754?source=35 (06/01/2023). In this film for example,

the hero begins with his criminal involvement in a heist, but then gets double crossed and

becomes the hero, an example of how protagonists can turn.

“Some hero films use this sense of discovery, where a hero discovers himself to be a hero, this
throws the idea of instantly seeing a hero setting.” - Netflix, The Bank Job (2008) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70087585#:~:text=2008%20%7C%20Maturity%20Rating%3A1

6%2B,Watch%20all%20you%20want (06/01/2023).

Hero films use stories that show the hero’s goal of achievement as context. In The Bank Job
(Jason Statham) we find that the girl he has to rescue has a back story which gives us an

understanding of how he is going to be framed as the hero.

American and British films have different tropes for different styles of people, and cultural
points of reference can be lost in translation as such. Determining a character and their values
through their social setting, fashion styling and hair styles can have very different connotations

depending on who is watching them.

Same and Different
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Comparing heroes and antiheroes is not just comparing opposites they are both studied as
individual theories; | have used them side by side to make similarity and difference very clearly
defined. They are easy to work with in conjunction and this perspective has been explored
many times before. During my research | have found that there is a lot more academic material

on anti-heroes.

On one hand heroes can make films that give the audience a sense of entertaining action, and
crime film heroes are usually quite exciting to watch and fast paced action creates a slick form.
The style is consistent, heroes seem predictable, but the point of the film tends to be twisting
and turning pivotally of the expectation of the viewer. Crank — Jason Statham — hero Netflix,
Crank (2006) Available at: https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70051668?source=35
(05/01/2023).

Antihero films appear to make films seem more realistic in the sense that the characters are
positioned as living an ordinary life instead of the glorified life of a hero. Antiheroes allow us to
explore every path of life that could exist, they rely on personality diversity to shape their

existence.

Many antihero films focus on lonely people who are driven by life to end up taking
unreasonable actions. In my case of research within the crime genre they are usually guilty of
some illegal act. Netflix, The Stranger (2022) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/81621414?source=35 (05/01/2023). Analyzing this source we

see a protagonist with a weak soul, allowing for stronger characters to drive the film.

Modernization in Film

| ask myself- is the existence of a pure hero declining? Through my research | have found that
there are a lot more examples of antihero films in comparison to hero films. | wonder if this
could be proof that hero films are declining? FAR OUT, Quentin Tarantino (2023) Available at:

https://faroutmagazine.co.uk/quentin-tarantino-directors-superhero-movies-lose-popularity/

(13/01/2023) This example suggests that in Quentin Tarantino's point of view superhero films
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are going to be a thing of the past, saying they aren't credible cinematic films. This corelates to

idea of heroes declining.

CGl has allowed a lot of films to be created in the digital realm with a structure and design that
makes them believable. The advances in technology have allowed this development and all
genres have been affected by this. The crime genre has now had more graphic and surreal
depictions of mystery and violence. Some foreign films for example use pixelated gore scenes
to lessen the visual impact of hyper violence. NFI, What is CGI? (2023) Available at:

https://www.nfi.edu/what-is-

cgi/#:~:text=The%20history%200f%20CGI%20goes,Alfred%20Hitchcock's%20Vertigo0%20(1958

(2023). The above reference points out the use of CGl dating back to earlier times, this is seen
as a turning point in film when a way of creating footage that can be created without CGI

existing.

Evidence of Perspective

“A more experimental, non-linear structure might unite non-chronological elements free from
the crime continuum in films such as Point Blank or Pulp Fiction” Lee Street, K. (2013) Writing
& Selling Crime Film Screenplays. Kamera Books: Page 31 This extract focuses on the journey in
a film, how it doesn't have a clear direction compared to a classic hero film and where the
journey is almost already predicted. Pulp Fiction in this example is showing the non-linear
direction of the antihero’s stories from a non-linear point of view. This can also be seen in Taxi

Driver, where the plot changes multiple times throughout.

‘Loneliness has followed me my whole life, everywhere, in bars in cars, sidewalks, stores,
everywhere, there's no escape I'm gods lonely man...” Lee Street, K. (2013) Writing & Selling

Crime Film Screenplays. Kamera Books: Page 132 When writing a screen play for antiheroes is
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how our relations works, those dark places in your life brought to life, antiheroes can give a

sense of fulfillment when watching a person's demise or hard life.

Points of comparison

Performance is a key point of comparison between hero and antihero, as soon as we identify a
flaw it can be seen as antiheroic. Heroes seem to be people of extreme position of power, the
reason we use antiheroes is because they have realistic character flaws, flaws that we may all

have.

What purpose do the character tropes perform in the films?

The purpose of using character tropes is to get the audience to understand why the narrative is
being led in a certain way. The crime genre usually uses central characters that are either good

or evil, they shape the entire film using the power of performance.

Some films use a singular character that bounces off the villains and anti-villains instead of
having an antagonist that they connect with. - Netflix, Parker (2013) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70241754?source=35 (06/01/2023).

Hypothesis
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Introduction

| have a hypothesis based around roles played by antihero and hero protagonists, | would pose
the question, why do we perceive characters like murderers as good people or sympathize
when they kill people when they are the heroes? why do we allow people to be killed on
screen in crime films by heroes just as a means to drive a film, heroes can get away with murder
if there's a just cause for it. Netflix, Parker (2013) Available at:

https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70241754?source=35 (06/01/2023).

In the crime genre, action for heroes is common, | want to know why we are entertained by a
glorified hero killing people, why is it just? Is it fair that a protagonist can just kill ruthlessly just
because he is fighting for a good cause, secondly how do we as a viewer accept this action? In
real life a murderer would be sent to jail, but when they are detectives and spies, sometimes
not. | found myself asking if there must be boundaries film script writers follow because they
create a world outside of ours, outside of our judgement and create a new world where
anything's possible. A world in film where serial killers can be protagonists and drug dealers can
be heroes. Netflix, Rogue Agent (2022) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/81607404?source=35 (06/01/2023).

Why are we entertained by people killing, torturing and actively engaging in criminal activity, is
it our lust to see what shouldn’t be done, how does the audience watch without being
offended, this must be psychological. Seeing a man bleeding to death in real life must be
traumatizing but on screen it’s a casual action in the story. Netflix, Faster (2010) Available at:

https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70140907#:~:text=A%20bank%20robber%20just%20released

,Watch%20all%20you%20want (06/01/2023).

How do we sympathize with hero tropes? It's strange how we can glorify a person just because
they're portrayed as a hero, all their bad actions are exonerated at the end of the film. (Netflix,

Safe (2012) Available at: https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70202134?source=35 (06/01/2023).
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Context

Antiheroes also commit crimes we wouldn't accept in life but as they are more realistically
involved with life itself the story becomes more intriguing and draws us further in. It could be a
part of life we have never experienced and murder and crime is then normalised. Netflix, Safe

(2012) Available at: https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70202134?source=35 (06/01/2023).

| would like to ask why we like people who murder whilst in real life we would be horrified,
killing on screen is just a normal occurrence and doesn't have any meaning. Films have a world
created where it has different morals compared to real life, death is normal and casual,
shooting or stabbing is normal. Netflix, Safe (2012) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70202134?source=35 (06/01/2023).

My hypothesis is based around the ideology of “glorification” within the crime genre, we glorify
aspects in film that in life we wouldn't, how morbid is it to watch someone to bleed to death for
example, if you take a step back and watch a film in this way, we wonder why this approach is
entertaining at all. Netflix, Law abiding citizen (2009) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70116679?source=35 (05/01/2023).

In the nightcrawler we see a petty criminal who becomes a journalist who investigates crime
scenes by tapping into the police radio and shooting film of the scenes to sell to a new
broadcaster, his methods are questioned as he arrives and documents crime scenes, to the
audience his activity is questionable and borderline criminal as he interferes with crime scenes
for the benefit of the media company who buy his stories, but he is the character the film
audience identifies with Netflix, Nightcrawler (2014) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/70295182?source=35 (05/01/2023).

Again, we see in pulp fiction that drug dealing, and drug consuming is entertaining, why is a
criminal dilemma interesting? We “Glorify” the consumption of heroin and torture, and this

creates a timeless cult classic. Providing us information on a scene we will never see in our lives;
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it's preserved as the life of a drug dealer. Netflix, Pulp Fiction (1994) Available at:
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/880640?source=35 (05/01/2023).

Physical and mental pain in films is seen as an accomplishment and status, scars or
incarceration, why are some things also glorified, taking drugs in film is seen as just having a
good time, in life on the other hand is seen as a defect something we should avoid. Netflix,

Pulp Fiction (1994) Available at: https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/880640?source=35

(05/01/2023).

Death is one of the worst things a family must go through, but on-screen death drives films

making it look like an accomplishment.

My hypothesis argument is that there are boundaries and rules outside of life that are created
onscreen to entertain. Even if the audience winces at the horrific moments it still is justified,
scripts are written with the audience reaction in mind, they try and balance the horrific

moments with filler moments that are good and normal.

Conclusion to the Hypothesis

Why is making or selling drugs so interesting to watch, most of the audience watching these
types of films aren't involved with this crime, it aids the viewer somehow to understand and
identify with the situation or narrative The on-screen world has a different set of rules to our

normal lives and this escapism is what makes our enjoyment of the criminal acts

People believe themselves good judge of character and can usually see where the films journey

is going and suspend their judgement to allow themselves to be carried along by the narrative.

Conclusion

34


https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/880640?source=35
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/880640?source=35

Milo Ollerearnshaw

Analyzing heroes and antiheroes is a way of judging a film’s look and style, form, theme and
story arc through the eyes and experiences of a protagonist. Whether they are flawed through
performance or heroic by performance, understanding these theories helps the critical viewer

to evaluate a film's purpose.

Not being familiar with these theories doesn't mean we don’t see them; | argue that the
audience unintentionally still see the hero and antihero in all films without knowing these two
theories. Subtly knowing the difference, performing hero and antihero traits can be seen by all
viewers and are reasons why people like or understand films. This also goes back to the point |
made earlier, that antiheroes are more popular as they depict more realistic and relatable

characters.

My dissertation gives us an insight into the theories that can help to evaluate a film's core
narrative, where | have explored that a protagonist often shapes the whole film. Using case
studies, | have given examples that compare, contrast and help to understand the differences

and similarities between these theories.

My hypothesis is one that investigates crime and its abstract and realistic connotations, and on-
screen performance values. | used this way to hypothesize, as it relates to the hero and

antihero theories, crucial to its on-screen analysis.

35



Milo Ollerearnshaw

| answered why we use these theories. In my view, these theories are exploring the analysis of
the modern creation and historic roots of film making and to provide a repeatable set of rules

and boundaries.

| conclude that there are traits of protagonists that can create films to fit into each genre.

A lot of films use character driven plots, be it good or evil, crime tends to have its own

boundaries allowing for heroes and antiheros films to exist within it. Crime protagonists began
with literature and its method of storytelling crime has evolved from mystery and “hardboiled
crime” to a more undefined model. Whilst all crime films hold the same values as before, | feel

that we have now progressed into making new sub-genres of crime.

A hero's story was the first story of the two theories to evolve, and it is safe to say antiheroes
are a later concept. Although antiheroes could be found before they were defined as such, it
seems their qualities and flaws were used in the way that we still do now. Heroes in crime seem
to have stemmed from ancient storytelling. Antiheroes have become more popular in modern
times, with their characters providing entertainment across a wide section of feature films. Not
least have | noticed this because the quantity of research available in this theory is significantly

greater.

| believe that the future of modern crime genres is now moving towards villains playing the part
of the hero. We have seen development over the past century into crime genres in film
developing into more complex stories and characters and | suggest this will develop further still.

Tarantino put this forward with his works.
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Conclusively | have pointed out how to analyze techniques and concepts of hero and antihero
theories into film practice. | have looked closely into crime genres to expose the theories in a
certain but comprehensive way. | have found that the theory applies to all films and even
media. In this dissertation | analyzed the crime genre from several perspectives and have found
that it uses different dramatic tools and techniques to build the stories; and with this
understanding have more insight into the depths and facets used to add tension and to retain

relatability in modern times.

The importance of building a character through scriptwriting and screenwriting can create
brand new angle of story, creating new conceptual films, this is an ever-developing movement
in film over the years, the more we understand about film writing and making, the more we can

create better or newer styles of filmmaking.
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