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My camera will tell you the truth, the absolute truth.

ALFRED HITCHCOCK, Hitchcock (2012), FOX SEARCHLIGHT PICTURES

For the rest of my life I will reflect on what light is.

ALBERT EINSTEIN (1917), SIDNEY PERKOWITZ, EMPIRE OF LIGHT


Prologue: On time, light, and Hitchcock

It was 1976, the year of Hitchcock’s last film, Family Plot. He would live four more years, but his filmmaking career was effectively over. I, on the other hand, was teaching my first Art of the Film course. On this particular day, because of a scheduling conflict, my class had been relegated to a spare classroom with an ancient Bell and Howell 16mm projector and a white wall for a screen. The college’s “official” film projectionist was unavailable, so I was operating the noisy machine and trying to talk over the cacophony. The film scheduled was Shadow of a Doubt, said to be Hitchcock’s favorite film and made thirty-three years earlier, in 1943. We had come to the scene at the Newton dinner table, where the charming Uncle Charlie reveals his dark side. Hitchcock dollies in for a very tight close-up of Uncle Charlie as he turns toward the audience and delivers his hate-filled monologue about fat, greedy women. It’s one of Hitchcock’s most mesmerizing and powerful shots. Just as the shot reaches its culmination in a claustrophobic, extreme close-up, I noticed something peculiar. On the wide expanse of Uncle Charlie’s patrician forehead, a small black hole had appeared. The hole got wider, and the film took on a strange glow. Smoke wafted across the projector lens as I smelled burning celluloid. I suddenly realized that the film had snagged in the projector gate and that the powerful beam of concentrated light was burning a hole in the immobilized frame of the film. Immobilized like the film, I stood there as my students looked at each other and then back at me and the projector, trying to figure out if this odd burning hole was a special effect of the movie. Finally, I uttered a loud “shit” and fumbled around on the side of the projector to find the off switch. By this time, the frame had burned out completely, mysteriously erasing Uncle Charlie and the Newton dining room from the screen.

I was being given a memorable lesson on the role of time and light in the cinema. In a matter of seconds, the powerful energy created by the beam of light had obliterated the world of the film right before our eyes. In effect, one kind of light, generated by the projector bulb, had destroyed another kind of light, captured in the shooting of the film and fixed in the chemistry of the film image. The motion picture camera captures light on film, and the motion picture projector produces light to rekindle the images on the screen. The film images move through the gate of the projector, and these individual frames meld together in the viewer’s brain to create a spacetime continuum on the screen. The spacetime of 1943, captured by the images fixed on celluloid and projected in 1976, was obliterated by a light beam generated in 1976 that destroyed the light from 1943. I felt the presence of Einstein in the classroom.
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Hitchcock and his absolute camera
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Einstein working on one of his famous equations




Introduction: Searching for light in the darkness

There’s an astonishing scene near the end of North by Northwest (1959) that shows the power and subtlety of Hitchcock’s camera. The protagonist Roger O. Thornhill has been on the run from the police for a crime he did not commit, while at the same time he is pursuing the real perpetrators of the crime—the perfect formulation of Hitchcock’s double-chase plot. Thornhill is finally apprehended by the police, who turn him over to the enigmatically named “The Professor,” an innocuous looking intelligence officer, who tries to enlist Thornill’s help in preserving the cover of the double agent Eve Kendall, Thornhill’s duplicitous lover. Naturally, Thornhill feels betrayed by Eve—the name is significant—and wants no part in rescuing her. As Thornhill reluctantly walks with The Professor in the darkness of the tarmac at Chicago Midway Airport, he is provided by The Professor with a vital piece of information, knowledge that the audience already possesses. Thornhill listens to The Professor, whose words are drowned out by the airplane’s motor; then an extraordinary thing happens: out of nowhere, a light floods Thornhill’s face as the realization of Eve Kendall’s plight—and of his unwitting role in it—washes over him. He finally sees his destiny.

A light from an unknown source floods the darkness and takes on symbolic importance. When I first saw this shot, I was reminded of the masterful painting, “Man With a Golden Helmet
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