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BFI Film Classics: A brief history

The BFI Film Classics series grew out of a project initiated by the National Film and Television Archive (NFTVA), a division of the BFI, to build a collection of ‘perfect showprints’ of 360 key films in the history of cinema. These films were to be screened at the Museum of the Moving Image (MOMI) in London in a year-round repertory. The ‘360 list’ of classic films was drawn up by David Meeker of the NFTVA, and the BFI Film Classics books were commissioned to stand alongside the Archive project.

Distinguished film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists and poets, historians and writers from other spheres of the arts and academia were approached to write on a film of their choice from the ‘360 list’. Each volume was ‘to present the author’s own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and detailed credits, notes and bibliography.’ In a time before DVDs and screengrabs, the books’ ‘numerous illustrations’ were specially made from the Archive’s own prints and sourced from the BFI’s stills’ collection.

The series was developed and its first titles commissioned by Edward Buscombe, then Head of Publishing at the BFI. Colin MacCabe and David Meeker acted as series consultants. Rob White was the Series Editor at the BFI from 1996 to 2005.

The series was launched in May 1992 with four titles: The Wizard of Oz by Salman Rushdie; Double Indemnity by Richard Schickel; Stagecoach by Edward Buscombe and Went the Day Well? by Penelope Houston.

A sister series, BFI Modern Classics, was launched in 1996 to respond to notable films of modern and contemporary cinema. Over 60 titles were published in this series before it was absorbed within the main Film Classics series in 2007, and the combined series was relaunched with a new cover and text design. There are currently over 160 titles in print in the Film Classics, Modern Classics and combined Film Classics series.
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Foreword

One of the first films released in Britain in 2012, the year of a new Sight & Sound top-ten poll, was The Artist, written and directed by Michel Hazanavicius. His bold retro project to make a full-length film on the silent model, with dialogue given in intertitles, met with amazing success. The musical soundtrack is an eclectic and, for most of the time, fairly predictable mix. But some twenty minutes from the end, a strong and familiar orchestral score takes over, and continues without a break for six minutes and twenty seconds.

The end credits identify this music simply as ‘Love Scene by Bernard Herrmann’, but it is the music used in Vertigo, and many audiences would at once recognise it as such, and associate it with Hitchcock more than with Herrmann. Setting its story in Hollywood at the time of the industry’s conversion to sound, The Artist is a doubly self-conscious and self-reflexive project. So what is the point, and effect, of using the Vertigo score so prominently?

George, the silent star now ruined, is contemplating suicide; Peppy, the young talkie star who loves him, senses this and drives frantically to stop him. Even if not recognised, the ready-made high-intensity score is effective. It invites those who do recognise it to feel some sort of connection between the desperate emotions of Scottie and Judy in the later scenes of Vertigo, and those of Peppy and George here, as the man’s pride holds him back from accepting the woman’s love. The Artist, of course, is comedy, and will move to the happy ending that Vertigo cannot offer. It could be argued that its piling-on of Herrmann’s music is cheaply opportunistic, and Kim Novak for one has taken that view; but the score here has another effect, the playing out of a sustained homage to Hitchcock. The core of the 6-minute 20-second action is pure suspense, based on cross-cutting between George at home with his pistol and Peppy at the wheel of her car. This invokes a common enough association, Hitchcock = suspense, but it goes further. Vertigo itself has lengthy non-dialogue passages backed by music, and it makes abundant sense for a throwback non-dialogue film to reference, at its climax, a director who not only began his career in silent cinema but who expressed, and practised, a continuing allegiance to its aesthetics.

Hitchcock told Truffaut that ‘the silent cinema was the purest form of cinema’, and said many times that he tried to go on making films that would work for audiences even with the dialogue unheard. He would surely have been intrigued by The Artist’s project and, as one who always studied box-office figures closely, impressed by its success – and touched not only by the role of the lovable little dog, something he was always susceptible to, but by the homage to himself, via Vertigo, that the film incorporates.

Back to the 1920s: Compson and Compton

While The Artist was in production, the discovery of a ‘lost Hitchcock silent’ from 1924, The White Shadow, made headlines around the world, and initial screenings were packed out.1 The hype was extraordinary, given that it was incomplete; that it was directed not by Hitchcock, who wrote the script and designed the sets, but by Graham Cutts; and that it was a critical and commercial disaster at the time, for reasons that were not hard to understand when one saw it.2 The hype was a testament to Hitchcock’s enduring status: any new scraps were worth seizing upon, and here, moreover, was a pointer ahead to Vertigo.

The star, Betty Compson from Hollywood, plays a double role; no other actor, male or female, will do so in Hitchcock’s own films other than Kim Novak.3 In Vertigo, Novak plays both Madeleine and Judy, and Scottie only finds out at a late stage that this has been one woman rather than two. Compson, in The White Shadow, plays twin sisters Georgina and Nancy Brent; the Clive Brook character is manipulated into falling for both of them successively, and only finds out at a late stage that this has been two women rather than one. In his book on Hitchcock’s Motifs, Michael Walker devotes eight pages to the theme of ‘the Double’, and calls it ‘one of the more familiar of the director’s motifs’, but no other film plays it out as directly, as literally, as these two.

The pair can be further linked via one of the authors who meant most to Hitchcock throughout his adult life. J.M. Barrie’s play Mary Rose made a famously profound impression on him during its first run in London in 1920, with Fay Compton as the young mother who disappears from a small Scottish island, returns after twenty-five years miraculously unchanged, and lingers on in ghostly form. Hitchcock made several frustrated attempts over the years to set up a film of this play, always with some sort of talismanic role for Compton herself, and he repeatedly referred back to it in the course of making Vertigo. In The White Shadow, a more extensive Barrie influence is already evident.

The film was scripted in a rush early in 1923 when Betty Compson, signed by Michael Balcon on an expensive two-film contract, rejected the second project that had been lined up for her. Whether or not the idea of the twins originated with Hitchcock, it must have resonated strongly with him because of the double role played by Compson in a recent Hollywood film, The Little Minister, shown in London in 1922; he is certain to have seen this, both as part of his preparation for writing for her and because it was based on another Barrie text, this time a novel.4 As in Vertigo, its women seem to be two, but are revealed to be one – revealed thus to the audience in mid-film, but to everyone else, including the leading man, not until close to the end. Compson plays the daughter of a noble Scottish family who takes on the alter ego of a gypsy, insinuating herself into the local community of weavers and taking their side against employers and the Law. The White Shadow echoes Barrie in its renewed play with a double persona for Compson, but also through an element of the uncanny that is closer to Mary Rose. Although the latter half of the film does not survive, reviews of the time describe its resolution. The ‘good twin’, Georgina, dies, and her soul passes into the body of the ‘bad twin’, Nancy, transforming her and setting her up for a happy ending. Critics were startled to find this transfer of the soul realised literally, in pictorial form. We can only conjecture what this will have looked like on screen, but it sounds like a crude version of the kinds of visual effect that Hitchcock was planning for Mary Rose when he came closest to filming it, in Hollywood four decades later, with ‘Tippi’ Hedren. He relished talking about how he would photograph her later manifestations, in terms similar to what he planned, and realised, for the scene of Judy’s final transformation back into Madeleine in her hotel room: the uncanny effect of the returned image of the stable at San Juan Bautista, the green light from the hotel sign, the succession of colour filters used to photograph Judy/Madeleine as she walks towards Scottie.

Compson and Compton, the two near-namesake young actresses in that set of shifting, alluring, tantalisingly elusive roles of the early 1920s – Hitchcock’s own early twenties, the years of his beginnings in the industry – seem to merge into an image of feminine mystery that will continue to inform his work at a profound level, and that finds in Vertigo its most extreme and intense expression.

It is no surprise to read, in Vertigo’s production records, of Hitchcock invoking Mary Rose all the way through from scripting to scoring, asking his writers to give him a comparable ‘fey’ quality, and going to great lengths to retrieve the music by Norman O’Neill from the original stage production with the idea that Herrmann might draw upon it; though this didn’t happen, the film carries unmistakable echoes of the play in both detail and atmosphere. Elster in his initial briefing of Scottie tells how Madeleine, returning after her long hours of absorption in the persona of Carlotta, ‘doesn’t even know she’s been away’ – exactly what is said of Mary Rose by her bewildered father, after her initial three-week disappearance at the age of eighteen. Pop Liebel tells of the betrayed Carlotta having wandered the streets asking ‘where is my child?’, echoing Mary Rose’s lament after her twenty-five-year absence, ‘where is my baby?’ Madeleine’s uncanny disappearance at the McKittrick Hotel, and then, momentarily, among the sequoias; Scottie’s haunting of the places where Madeleine was, willing her to re-materialise – these too directly evoke Mary Rose, as does the underlying sense of romantic yearning for ‘the Woman’ who stays just beyond reach, eluding for ever the grasp of the men: of Mary Rose’s father and husband and son, of Scottie, Barrie, Hitchcock.

To sum up, Vertigo can be taken not only as the most forward-looking of Hitchcock’s films – largely unappreciated at the time of its first release, but increasingly recognised as visionary in its deconstructive play with the complexities both of masculine drives and of cinematic pleasures – but also as the one which taps most powerfully into the past: into the formative years both of Hitchcock himself, and of the pre-dialogue medium.

Hitchcock and ‘Hitchcock’: the ‘Director’s Cut’

The unstoppable flow of critical writings on Hitchcock includes a recent collection of essays on the mechanics of adaptation, Hitchcock at the Source. Barbara Creed’s essay on Vertigo discusses the key issue of the way the film allows us to know the truth about the plot before Scottie does. ‘Hitchcock uses a flashback, narrated by Judy, to inform the viewer that Judy had been impersonating Madeleine all along and that Elster threw his wife’s body from the bell tower’. She goes on to quote what Hitchcock told Truffaut, ‘Everyone around me was against this’, and to approve his decision to insist. This belongs within a critical consensus dating right back to the original 1965 edition of Robin Wood’s Hitchcock’s Films, arguing that that the flashback is a typically bold and shrewd and decisive marker of Hitchcock’s personal authorship.

But this is all
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