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A MASTERPIECE OF
CYNICISM:
REVISITING THE
SWEET SMELL OF
SUCCESS FILM

I n  t h e  g l i t t e r i n g
landscape  of  mid-
century  Hollywood
cinema,  few  movies
h a v e  a g e d  a s
gracefully  or  cut  as
deeply  as  Alexander
Mackendrick's  1957
no i r  t r i umph,  the
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film.  At  first
glance, it appears to be
a straightforward story
about a ruthless press
agent  and  a  powerful
c o l u m n i s t .  Y e t ,

beneath its crisp black-
and-white photography
lies a searing, timeless
indictment of ambition,
corruption,  and  the
dark  machinery  of
media  power.  More
than six decades after
its  release,  this  film
remains  as  relevant,
sharp,  and  unsettling
as ever. It is not merely
a  m o v i e ;  i t  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
atmosphere,  dialogue,
and  moral  decay.
This  art icle  delves
deep into the world of
the  Sweet  Smell  Of
Success  film,
e x p l o r i n g  i t s
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
characters,  its  biting
social commentary, its

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 Sweet Smell Of Success Film 2023-12-03

troubled  production,
a n d  i t s  e n d u r i n g
legacy.  For  cinephiles
and  newcomers  alike,
understanding  this
work  is  essential  to
appreciating one of the
most  brutally  honest
portraits  of  human
nature ever committed
to celluloid.

THE
UNFORGETTABLE
CHARACTERS OF
THE SWEET SMELL
OF SUCCESS FILM

The  beating  heart  of
the  Sweet  Smell  Of
Success film lies in its
t w o  m o n s t r o u s l y
c o m p e l l i n g
protagonists.  Unlike
buddy  films  that  offer
redemption, this movie
gives us a double helix
o f  venom.  We  a re
introduced  to  Sidney
Falco,  played  with  a
hungry,  desperate
br i l l iance  by  Tony
C u r t i s ,  a n d  J . J .

Hunsecker,  brought  to
terrifying  life  by  Burt
Lancaster.  There  are
no  heroes  here,  only
degrees of corruption.

Sidney
Falco:
The
Hungry
Press
Agent
Sidney is a press agent
w h o  w i l l  d o
anything—absolutely
anything—to climb the
social and professional
ladder.  Tony  Curtis
shed  his  pretty-boy
image  for  this  role,
d e l i v e r i n g  a
performance  of  raw,
jittery ambition. Sidney
is all surface tension, a
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man  who  smiles  with
his  teeth  but  whose
eyes  are  constantly
calculating.  He  is  the
shark  in  the  shallows,
desperate  for  the
a p p r o v a l  o f  t h e
kingpin.  His  journey
through  the  Sweet
Smell  Of  Success
film  is  a  descent  into
moral  oblivion,  driven
b y  t h e  s i m p l e ,
terrifying  need  to  be
somebody in a city that
devours the weak.

J.J.
Hunsecke
r: The
King of
Broadway
If  Sidney is the shark,
J.J.  Hunsecker  is  the
god  o f  the  abyss .
Based  loosely  on  the

real- l i fe  columnist
Wa l t e r  W inche l l ,
Hunsecker  is  a  man
w h o  w i e l d s  h i s
newspaper column like
a  b l u d g e o n .  B u r t
Lancaster, with his icy
glare  and  venomous
whisper,  creates  a
figure  of  pure,
unadulterated  power.
H e  i s  a  m a n  w h o
destroys  lives  with  a
sentence  and  controls
the city from his throne
at  the  "21"  Club.  The
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  gives  us
a villain who is not just
powerful  but  deeply,
unsettlingly  human  in
his possessive love for
his  sister,  Susan.  This
weakness  is  the  only
chink in his armor, and
it  is  the  engine  that
drives the entire plot.

PLOT SUMMARY: A
DANCE OF
DESTRUCTION

The  narrative  of  the
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S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  unfolds
over  a  single,  frantic
night in New York City.
J.J. Hunsecker wants to
break  up  his  sister
Susan's  relationship
with a wholesome jazz
guitarist  named  Steve
Dallas.  He  cannot  do
this  directly  without
appearing  controlling,
so  he  calls  upon  his
lackey, Sidney Falco, to
plant  a story that  will
s m e a r  S t e v e ' s
reputation.  Sidney,
desperate to get back
into  Hunsecker's  good
graces  after  a  recent
falling out, accepts the
task  with  bare ly  a
second  thought.
Wha t  f o l l ows  i s  a
s p i d e r w e b  o f
manipulation,  bribery,
and  betrayal.  Sidney
tries to plant the story
with  various  gossip
columnists, but they all
r e f u s e ,  f e a r i n g
Hunsecker's  wrath  or

recognizing  the  lie.
Desperate,  Sidney
resorts  to  framing
Steve for a trumped-up
drug charge and later
for being a communist
s y m p a t h i z e r — a
particularly  damning
accusat ion  in  the
1950s. The plan works.
Steve  is  beaten,  his
career  is  ruined,  and
Susan  is  driven  back
into  the  arms  of  her
brother.
However, the victory is
hollow.  In  the  final,
devastating  scene  of
the  Sweet  Smell  Of
Success  film,  Sidney
realizes  that  he  has
sold his soul for a seat
at a table he will never
t r u l y  b e l o n g  t o .
Hunsecker,  satisfied
w i t h  h i s  v i c t o r y ,
dismisses  Sidney  with
a  cold  wave  of  the
hand,  leaving  h im
alone  in  the  empty
street,  a  ghost  in  his
own city.
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THE VISUAL AND
AUDITORY STYLE
OF THE SWEET
SMELL OF
SUCCESS FILM

To discuss the Sweet
Smell  Of  Success
film  is  to  discuss  its
s ty le ,  wh ich  i s  as
integral  to  its  impact
as its plot. This is not a
film  you  simply  watch;
it  is  a  film you  inhabit.
The  atmosphere  is
thick enough to choke
on.

Cinematograph
y by James
Wong Howe:
The legendary
cinematographer
shot the film in
stark, high-
contrast black
and white. New
York City is not a
romantic
playground here;
it is a concrete
jungle of harsh

shadows and
blinding neon
lights. The
camera presses
in close on faces,
capturing every
bead of sweat
and flicker of
deceit. The use
of deep focus
allows the
audience to see
the grimy,
chaotic world
that these
predators
inhabit.
Jazz Score by
Elmer
Bernstein and
Chico
Hamilton: The
soundtrack is a
pure, cool jazz
score that
perfectly
captures the
restless energy
of the night. It is
not background
music; it is the
heartbeat of the
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city. The
saxophone wails
like a wounded
animal, mirroring
Sidney's anxiety.
The score of the
Sweet Smell Of
Success film is
often cited as
one of the
greatest ever
composed,
perfectly
marrying sound
to image.
Dialogue by
Clifford Odets
and Ernest
Lehman: The
script is a razor.
Every line is a
weapon. The
dialogue is fast,
cynical, and
packed with
memorable,
cutting one-
liners. Phrases
like "I'd hate to
take a bite out of
you. You're a
cookie full of

arsenic" have
entered the
lexicon. The
language of the
Sweet Smell Of
Success film is
as brutal and
beautiful as the
world it
describes.

THEMATIC DEPTH:
WHAT THE SWEET
SMELL OF
SUCCESS FILM
TELLS US ABOUT
POWER

The  Sweet  Smell  Of
Success  film  is  far
more  than  a  simple
crime  drama.  It  is  a
profound meditation on
severa l  endur ing
themes  that  resonate
deeply  in  the  modern
age, particularly in our
era  of  social  media
influencers  and  media
consolidation.



Sweet Smell Of Success Film 7

7

The
Corrosive
Nature of

Ambition
S i d n e y  F a l c o  i s  a
cautionary  tale  about
unchecked  ambition.
He  starts  the  film  as  a
man of some skill, but
h is  w i l l ingness  to
abandon all  ethics  for
status turns him into a
hollow  shell.  The  film
a s k s  a  p o i n t e d
question:  What  is  the
price  of  success?  For
Sidney,  the  answer  is
his  soul.  The  Sweet
Smell  Of  Success
film  suggests that in a
s y s t e m  b u i l t  o n
exploitation, the ladder
to the top is made of
broken  bones  and
broken  promises.

Media as
a Weapon
The film is arguably the
greatest  critique  of
media  power  ever
made.  J.J.  Hunsecker
does not need a gun or
a  k n i f e .  H e  h a s  a
typewriter.  He  can
destroy  a  man's  life
with  a  rumor,  and  he
does  so  with  casual
indifference.  In  an  age
of  "fake  news"  and
cancel  culture,  the
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  feels
particularly  prescient.
It  shows  us  that  the
ability to shape public
opinion is the ultimate
form  of  control,  and
that  those  who  hold
that  power  are  often
the most corrupt of all.
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The Myth
of the
American

Dream
New  York  City  in  the
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  is  not  a
land of  opportunity;  it
is a trap. The American
Dream is exposed as a
cruel  hoax.  Sidney
believes that if he can
just  get  close  enough
to the flame, he will be
illuminated. Instead, he
is  burned.  The  film
brutally  deconstructs
the idea that hard work
and talent are enough.
In the world of the film,
success is not earned;
it  is  taken,  and  it  is
guarded by monsters.

PRODUCTION AND

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

The  making  of  the
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  was  as
turbulent as the story it
tells.  The  film  was  a
critical failure upon its
initial  release,  largely
because it was so dark.
Audiences in the 1950s
were  accustomed  to
clear-cut  heroes  and
villains.  This  film
offered  neither,
presenting  a  world  of
moral  grayness  that
was  deeply  unsettling
t o  t h e  p o s t - w a r
American  psyche.
Directed  by  Alexander
Mackendrick,  a  British
director  known for  his
Ealing  Comedies,  the
film  was  a  radical
departure  from  his
previous  work.  He
clashed frequently with
the producer  and star
Burt  Lancaster,  who
w a n t e d  a  m o r e
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commercial  film.
Mackendrick  insisted
on  the  bleak,  realistic
tone  that  makes  the
film a masterpiece. The
p r e s s u r e  o f  t h e
product ion  was  so
i n t e n s e  t h a t  i t
effectively  ended
M a c k e n d r i c k ' s
Hollywood  career.  He
never again directed a
film  of  this  scale.  The
myth  of  the  Sweet
Smell  Of  Success
film is therefore tied to
its own story of artistic
integrity being crushed
b y  c o m m e r c i a l
demands ,  though
ironically,  it  is  now
celebrated  as  a  high-
w a t e r  m a r k  o f
American  cinema.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
LASTING LEGACY

F o r  d e c a d e s ,  t h e
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  was  a
c u l t  c l a s s i c ,

appreciated by a small
coterie  of  critics  and
filmmakers. The French
New  Wave  directors,
particularly  François
Truffaut,  revered  it.
Over time, however, its
repu ta t i on  g rew .
Television  screenings
and  eventually  home
video releases allowed
new  generations  to
discover  its  brilliance.
Today, it is universally
regarded as one of the
greatest  films  ever
m a d e .  I t  s i t s
comfortably on lists of
the  best  American
films,  often  ranking
alongside Citizen Kane
and The Godfather. Its
influence  is  enormous.
Y o u  c a n  s e e  i t s
fingerprints  in
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
Network to Mad Men to
The  Social  Network.
T h e  t r o p e  o f  t h e
"powerful ,  unseen
operator"  pu l l ing
strings from a high-rise
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office  owes  a  massive
debt to J.J.  Hunsecker.
The  Sweet  Smell  Of
Success  film  defined
the visual and thematic
language  of  media
c y n i c i s m  f o r
generations.

Influence
on
Modern
Cinema
and
Televisio
n

Mad Men: The
entire aesthetic
of the early
seasons, from
the smoking to
the sharp suits to
the ruthless

office politics, is
a direct homage.
Nightcrawler:
Jake Gyllenhaal's
Lou Bloom is a
clear descendant
of Sidney Falco,
a man willing to
cross any line for
a story and a
career.
The West
Wing: While
more optimistic,
the show's
depiction of the
ruthless
mechanics of
political spin and
media
management
owes a debt to
this film.

KEY SCENES TO
WATCH IN THE
SWEET SMELL OF
SUCCESS FILM

For those watching the
S w e e t  S m e l l  O f
Success  film  for  the
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first  time,  pay  close
attent ion  to  these
pivotal  moments:

The Opening1.
Montage: The
film opens with a
breathtaking
sequence of New
York at night, set
to the jazz score.
We see the city
as a playground
for wolves. It sets
the tone
perfectly.
The "21" Club2.
Scene: Watch
how Hunsecker
commands the
room without
raising his voice.
The power
dynamic
between him and
Sidney is
established here
in a masterclass
of blocking and
acting.
The Final3.
Confrontation:
The scene where

Sidney realizes
he has been
discarded is
heartbreaking in
its emptiness.
Tony Curtis's
face crumbles,
and he is left
standing in the
cold dawn, a
man with
nowhere to go.
This is the
ultimate
message of the
Sweet Smell Of
Success film:
the smell of
success is
actually the
stench of decay.

CONCLUSION: WHY
THE SWEET SMELL
OF SUCCESS FILM
MATTERS TODAY

In  a  world  of  curated
Instagram  feeds,  viral
scandals ,  and  the
relentless  pursuit  of
influence,  the  Sweet
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Smell  Of  Success
film  has  never  been
more relevant. It strips
away  the  glamour  of
power and reveals the
u g l y  m a c h i n e r y
underneath. It reminds
us that the man behind
the curtain is often no
wizard  at  al l ,  but  a
scared,  petty  tyrant.
The  film  is  a  warning
against the idolatry of
s u c c e s s  a n d  t h e
willingness  to  sacrifice
integrity  for  a  seat  at

the table.
To  watch  the  Sweet
Smell  Of  Success
film  is  to  look  into  a
mirror  that  reflects  the
darkest  parts  of  our
own ambitions.  It  is  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
cynicism, yes, but also
of  brutal  honesty.  It
does not  offer comfort,
but  it  offers  truth.  For
anyone  who  cares
a b o u t  c i n e m a ,
journalism,  or


