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Chinatown

Chinatown is a beautiful snake devouring its own tail.

Jake Gittes, a former L.A policeman, now owns a private detective
agency dealing (mainly) with the maritally unfaithful. Among his clients is
the beautiful Mrs Mulwray who suspects her husband Hollis is having an
affair. He is L.A.’s Chief Engineer in charge of water — an important
position in a desert town in the middle of a drought.

Gittes follows Hollis. At first he seems to only be interested in water.
Eventually Gittes stumbles upon Hollis’s relationship with a much
younger woman - photos of whom soon appear in the tabloids.

The plot turns in on itself, when another (real) Mrs Mulwray (Evelyn)
appears at Gittes’ office suing him for slander. Who was the other Mrs
Mulray? Before the matter can be resolved, Mulwray is found dead.
Evelyn now hires Gittes to cover for the story of her husband’s affair.
Gittes is now intrigued and implicated in a cover up, and continues to
investigate in order to find out what he has become involved in.

At this point we meet Lieutenant Luis Escobar — the police officer
investigating the death of Mulwray. From him we learn about Gitte’s
police officer past — and the difficulties he had solving crime in
Chinatown — where connections are oblique and conclusions hard to
draw.

Gittes is contacted by Ida Sessions, the actress who originally posed as
Mrs Mulray, she phones Gittes to give him a clue about what is going on.
He follows a lead to farmland out west, and discovers there’s a scam
going on in which land is being starved of water, and bought cheaply in
fake names.

Then Gittes meets Evelyn’s father — her husband’s former business
partner, Julian Cross. Cross and Mulwray used to own all the water in
L.A.

Cross warns Gittes that his daughter is crazy — and offers him more if he
can find the girl Mulray was having an affair with.

Finally, things seem to be coming together when Gittes finds Mulray’s
glasses in a small salt water pond at his home. Plainly the man has been
drowned.

Gittes summons the police, and confronts Evelyn, who tells him the
glasses are not her husband’s. Pressed to explain herself, Evelyn reveals
a family secret of incest and cover up. Her husband was not having an



affair, but helping her to raise her daughter — who is also her sister — in
order to protect her from Cross.

Cross soon turns up, and by the use of his bi-focal glasses, confirms that
it is he who has drowned Mulray and disposed of the body — and it is
Cross who has engineered this whole situation in order to get access to
his (incestuous) daughter / granddaughter.

In a last minute dash - Gittes tries to help Evelyn and her daughter
escape, but as fate would have it, all roads lead to Chinatown — where
connections are oblique, and conclusions hard to draw. Too late to save
Evelyn, Gittes finally understands everything.

Structural Analysis

1. The Hook (0 min.)

o We start off with a bang, from first frame. A man is groaning
as we see photos of lovemaking. Adultery has been captured
on film, taken by the detective who is our hero, Jake, and the
groans belong to the cheating woman's husband. We are in
the thick of a story from the get-go - even though this is not
the story that is the focus of the film. But we won't know the
movie we've actually seen til the end, which is one of the
strengths of this gripping tale.

2. Complication (17 min.)

o Jake is hired by a Mrs. Mulray to follow her husband, and
what Jake learns - that Mr. Mulray, head of LA's water and
power department, is having an affair - makes the paper.
Then the real Mrs. Mulray shows up, ready to sue Jake. She
never hired him - and in fact is not the woman who hired Jake
under the pretense of being Mrs. Mulray.

3. Hero's call to action (27 min.)

o Jake turns up many fishy things linking Mulray and LA's water
issue. Mrs. Mulray is willing to drop the suit but Jake won't let
this case go. He needs to know who set him up and why. It's
a matter of professional pride.

4. Plot Point: Act | (31 min.)
o Mr. Mulray turns up dead, a victim of drowning.
5. Plot Point: midpoint (64 min., 82 min.)

o There are two midpoints, it seems to me - a "professional”

one regarding the plot at hand but also a "personal” one



which gets Jake involved in his investigation at a personal
level:

m Professional (64 min.): Jake gets hired by Mrs. Mulray's
father to find the girl that Mulray was having an affair
with;

m Personal (82 min.): Jake becomes romantically involved
with Mrs. Mulray.

6. Plot Point: Act Il (109 min.)
o Mrs. Mulray reveals that "the other woman" is both her sister

and her daughter - the child she had by her father.
7. Climax & Resolution (127 min.)
o Trying to help Mrs. Mulray escape with her daughter, Jake
only manages to get her killed - just like what happened to
him before in Chinatown when he got too personally involved.
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