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Foreword: What’s Hitchcockian Anyway?



In a career that spanned six decades, Alfred Hitchcock created fiftythree films, many of which remain the platinum standard for movie thrillers. It’s no wonder that although Hitchcock died forty-five years ago, every season, every year, critics label some new movie or TV show, book or play, as “Hitchcockian.”

The term “Hitchcockian” has become as misused and misunderstood as other catchall, grab-bag genre categories, such as “film noir.” First appearing in print in 1930, the word “Hitchcockian” is defined by the 2016 Oxford English Dictionary thus:

Hitchcockian (adjective) Relating to or resembling the films of Alfred Hitchcock.

That’s okay, so far as it goes, but for purposes of this book, I would expand that definition to the following:

Hitchcockian (adjective) Relating to or pertaining to Alfred Hitchcock or resembling the films of Alfred Hitchcock, regarding the themes, plots, or film techniques of his suspense, spy, and psychological thrillers.

For this book, I chose from hundreds of films and deliberately narrowed them down to exclude:

•Whodunits, such as the Knives Out franchise, for instance. Why? Because, as Rian Johnson, the director of those three movies put it, “Hitchcock famously hated whodunits because it’s a genre where one of its pitfalls is it can be a lot of big buildup to one big surprise at the end. Hitchcock was all about empathy-based suspense. [Hitchcock] gets the audience caring about someone and then you make the audience sweat how they can get out of it.” Or, as Hitchcock himself put it, “A whodunit is an intellectual process, like a mystery. But suspense is essentially an emotional process. Therefore, you can only get the suspense element by giving the audience information, not withholding.” Got that?

•Teen-oriented slasher and supernatural movies built around “found footage,” the devil, killer clowns, evil dolls, dead kids, creepy kids. and other genre clichés.

•Comedy spoofs and pastiches, such as Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid (1982), Throw Mama from the Train (1987), and High Anxiety (1977).

•Remakes (official or unofficial) of Hitchcock movies. (Yes, I know that in 1956 Hitchcock remade his own 1934 kidnap thriller The Man Who Knew Too Much.)

So what are some of the hallmarks of the fifty-three movies Hitchcock made in his lifetime and what makes other directors’ movies Hitchcockian?

•The use of a MacGuffin (state secrets, stolen money, a missing latchkey the characters want, chase, kill for) to drive the plot. Hitchcock once explained the MacGuffin thusly: “In most films about spies, it is the thing that the spies are after. In the days of Rudyard Kipling, it would be the plans of the fort in the Khyber Pass. [In a spy film], it could be the plans of an airplane engine. And the plans of an atom bomb or anything you like.” In the director’s The 39 Steps (1935), it is literally the British military’s top secret airplane plans locked for safekeeping in the mind of music hall entertainer “Mr. Memory.” In his famous The Lady Vanishes (1938), it is a secret wartime message hidden in an innocent-sounding folk song. The weirdly interconnected hero and villain in Strangers on a Train (1951) are in hot pursuit of the hero’s incriminating missing cigarette lighter. The spies in North by Northwest (1959) are on the hunt for a CIA agent (who doesn’t actually exist) and the government secrets embedded on microfilm hidden in a pre-Columbian statue. Forty thousand dollars in stolen cash sets the plot in motion in Psycho (1960), but it is the whereabouts/existence of a homicidal geriatric madwoman that keeps viewers guessing.

In other directors’ famous movies, the MacGuffin can be anything from the statue of a bird (The Maltese Falcon, 1941) to whatever’s in that briefcase (Pulp Fiction, 1994). In other words, a MacGuffin is a pretext, an invention, a red herring created to motivate the action, fun, suspense, and intrigue without requiring too much scrutiny. As Hitchcock endlessly explained the nonsensical aspects of the term to interviewers: “I’ll put it to you this way. Two men are sharing a railway compartment. One man says, What’s that package up there in the baggage rack? The other answers, Oh, that’s a MacGuffin. The first one asks, What’s a MacGuffin? The other man says, Well, it’s an apparatus for trapping lions in the Scottish Highlands. The first man says, But there are no lions in the Scottish Highlands. And the other one answers, Well, then, that’s no MacGuffin. So you see that a MacGuffin is nothing at all.”

Or, when the older Hitchcock grew weary of the longer explanation: “The MacGuffin is the thing that the spies are after, but the audience doesn’t care.”

•Favoring suspense over surprise by giving the audience information the characters don’t possess. (In The Man Who Knew Too Much, we are told that a gunman will shoot a foreign dignity at the exact moment when the cymbals clash during a concert piece; in Rear Window, the heroine risks her life to invade the apartment of a suspected wife killer in search of incriminating evidence while the murderer climbs the stairs toward his apartment; in The Birds, the heroine sits waiting unsuspectingly on a bench outside a schoolhouse while birds amass silently behind her on a jungle gym awaiting the schoolchildren about to exit the school.)

•Suspense sequences and violent events staged in everyday settings (a shooting during a dance at a hotel, a murder during a classical concert in the Royal Albert Hall, gunfire breaking out in the cafeteria at Mount Rushmore, an attack by a crop-dusting plane in the middle of a sunny cornfield, birds swooping down on children and adults during an outdoor birthday party.)

•Glamorous, beautifully dressed, often duplicitous characters in elegant surroundings; characters who hide their deepest selves and motivations behind masks of normalcy and polished, socially acceptable behaviors.

•Using subjective camera techniques that put the viewer in the place of the character to encourage empathy; in other films, to comment on morality and the voyeuristic tendencies common to audiences.

You will note that I’ve given each film discussed in the book a highly subjective rating ranging from one to four Alfreds, with four denoting as near to the heights of Hitchcock as mere mortals are likely to get and one reserved for films banished to the far side of Hitchcock. By all means, take these ratings as seriously as you would any MacGuffin from a Hitchcock thriller.

The rating system is as follows:

[image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] The master himself might have been proud of having made this one.

[image: ] [image: ] [image: ] Close but still on the far side of Mount Hitchcock.

[image: ] [image: ] It’s never as easy as Hitchcock makes it look.

[image: ] Hitchcock Imitator Participation Trophy.



1 Will He Kiss Me or Kill Me? 

Some of Hitchcock’s greatest and most resonant films gain great dramatic tension from the conflicts between the heroine and hero (or hero and hero)—sometimes even more than they do from the suspense machinations of the narrative. From the outset to the finale of his career, Hitchcock and his screenwriters powered their films by investigating themes of doubt, suspicion, and lack of trust between the central characters, especially in marital and romantic situations. Consider the stale, prickly relationships of the long-married couples in Rich and Strange (1931) and The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934, 1956); in those films, reestablishing closeness and trust between partners requires everything from extramarital affairs and international espionage to disorienting foreign travel and harrowing near-death experiences.

But, in Hitchcock’s most dramatic films, the relationship between the heroes and heroines can turn lethal. In Rebecca and Suspicion, Hitchcock cast Joan Fontaine as lovestruck young women who spend much of the films’ running time fearful and wondering not only whether they’ve married moody, devious murderers but also whether they themselves are destined to become victims. Throughout the action in Spellbound, Notorious, and Under Capricorn, Ingrid Bergman is in constant danger from the men in her life—possibly psychotic amnesiac Gregory Peck, callous, hard-bitten spy Cary Grant, and volatile ex-convict Joseph Cotten. In Rope, the bickering and falling-out between the homicidal male couple constantly threatens to turn murderous. In Marnie, the hostility between the titular troubled serial embezzler and the equally complicated book publisher who traps her into marrying him overwhelms the director’s attempts at portraying a love story in the grand manner; Mark and Marnie are like loaded guns aimed at each other for nearly the entire running time.

Hanging over these Hitchcockian movies is that age-old question that fuels melodramas: Will he kiss me or kill me? But we know today that the question is not just the stuff of entertainment. By statistics last compiled by the United States Bureau of Justice in 2021, 34 percent of the estimated 4,970 female murder victims were killed by an intimate partner; 6 percent of the 17,970 males murdered were victims of intimate partner homicide.

In the world of Hitchcock, love can be transformational, lethal, or both.

JANE EYRE (1943)

An orphaned survivor of a harsh childhood gets hired as a governess to the neglected young daughter of a mysterious, troubled wealthy man.

THE MACGUFFIN: Mrs. Rochester

It’s understandable that some people think Alfred Hitchcock directed Jane Eyre. He was offered it by the film’s original producer, David O. Selznick. Both thought it was too close to Rebecca, and both let it go to other moviemakers. Film fans may easily confuse author Charlotte Brontë’s suspenseful, romantic, horror-tinged gothic novel published in 1847 with Daphne du Maurier’s suspenseful, romantic, horror-tinged 1938 gothic romance Rebecca; even du Maurier herself admitted she’d been influenced by Jane Eyre. 20th Century Fox certainly hoped to foster that confusion. Even in the Jane Eyre trailer, a stylish 1940s woman strides to her bookshelf, runs her fingers along the spines of her books and lingers on Rebecca before picking Eyre. Both films cast Joan Fontaine similarly as mousy, vulnerable, lovestruck young women who marry bullying, moody, abusively dismissive, considerably older rich men who keep them virtually captive in their grand, spooky manors haunted by ghostly presences.

Both Brontë’s and du Maurier’s narratives feature volatile ex-wives, mysterious locked rooms, raging fires, madwomen, secrets, deceit, betrayals, and dark revelations. The screen version of Jane Eyre is even graced with a rumbling, moody, and melodramatic wall-to-wall musical score by Bernard Herrmann, who went on to become Hitchcock’s and Orson Welles’s frequent and preferred composer. But Jane Eyre has romantic, atmospheric, and scary pleasures—some Hitchcockian, some not—of its own. As shot by cameraman George S. Barnes (Oscar winner for Rebecca), scripted by Aldous Huxley, John Houseman, Henry Koster, Robert Stevenson, and an uncredited Val Lewton, the Robert Stevenson–directed movie casts a spell right from its long opening section featuring Peggy Ann Garner as the unwanted, unloved orphaned but assertive young Jane being grudgingly raised by a cruel aunt, Mrs. Reed (Orson Welles stalwart Agnes Moorehead). Garner is so good and the scenes so effective and Dickensian that much of the work of Fontaine (who won the Jane Eyre role over Vivien Leigh and Jennifer Jones, among others) is done for her before she takes over where Garner leaves off. Welles as “Mr. Rochester” (Ronald Colman was announced but moved on) comes on so blustery and bigger than life that he almost obliterates Fontaine, who is often reduced to bland, schoolgirl mooning and simpering in her reaction shots. (Why is grown-up Jane duller and so much less steely than the kiddie version?) In fact, Welles is so memorable (though much of his dialogue was obviously rerecorded in postproduction) that he creates an imbalance in a movie titled for the heroine, not him. (Welles joked that his reviews were the worst for any actor since the days of John Wilkes Booth.)

The exceptionally strong, mostly British supporting cast includes Henry Daniell, the young Elizabeth Taylor and Margaret O’Brien, Sara Allgood (also seen in Hitchcock’s Juno and the Paycock), John Sutton, and Ethel Griffies (also in The Birds). Although Jane Eyre is not as rich, entertaining, and emotionally rewarding as Rebecca, it is a fine movie for a rainy night and remains many people’s pick of the dozen or so filmed versions of Brontë’s timelessly popular novel. [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 

GASLIGHT (1944)

An avaricious husband sadistically tortures and manipulates his wealthy wife into thinking she is going mad.

THE MACGUFFIN: Priceless heirloom jewels

Decades before days when erotic movie thrillers sizzled more overtly, courtesy of the spontaneous combustion of, say, Catherine Deneuve and Jean-Paul Belmondo in Mississippi Mermaid, Sharon Stone and Michael Douglas in Basic Instinct, and Kathleen Turner and William Hurt in Body Heat, the less showy but palpable chemistry between Ingrid Bergman and Charles Boyer in Gaslight—that great-great-grandaddy of sadomasochistic sexual thrillers—helped blaze the trail. Patrick Hamilton’s play debuted on the London stage in 1938 and inspired a noted 1940 British film before director George Cukor and MGM created such an effective American version four years later that it earned seven Oscar nominations and two wins.

Both versions tell the same tale—an insecure, newly married Victorian heiress is persuaded to question her sanity when her new husband isolates and psychologically torments her into thinking that she is imagining the bizarre things she sees and hears. Phantom footsteps pad around an empty attic, and gaslights dim in the bedroom of the townhouse willed to Paula Alquist by her opera singer aunt, whose murderer remains undetected. Her husband, Gregory Anton, scolds Paula for losing objects when he deliberately hides them from her. Meanwhile, he openly flirts with the tarty young Cockney maid Nancy.

Among the expert touches Cukor brought to this Gothic classic is his casting brilliance in sandwiching the magnificently febrile, emotionally accessible Bergman (the screen’s reigning icon of noble masochistic suffering in Intermezzo, Casablanca, Notorious, Joan of Arc, and more) between two attractive extremes—the suave, sensual, and cruel Continental roué and social parasite (Boyer) and the upstanding, handsome Scotland Yard good guy Brian Cameron (Joseph Cotten of Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt and Under Capricorn). Even better, Cukor and Bergman make certain that we feel the potent, deadly undertow of the heroine’s enslaved addiction to Anton.

Modern sensibilities obsessed with presentism would perhaps prefer a heroine who’d wise up more quickly to being gaslit so that she might spend the last third of the film in an orgy of bloodthirsty revenge against her vile abuser. But that likely would be the heroine of a pandering, quickly forgotten movie. Instead, Gaslight endures. Often miscredited as a Hitchcock, not only because it stars Bergman, his quintessential leading lady in three films of the 1940s, but also because its stars a favorite Hitchcock leading man, Cotten, and then there’s also the redoubtable character actress Dame May Whitty from The Lady Vanishes. Even more Hitchcockian, though, is the fact that Gaslight is not a mere whodunit but more precisely a why-he-dunit—a troubling, still relevant portrayal of diabolical manipulation, subjugation, and sadistic control.


[image: Ch01fig01.jpg A movie still depicting a man holding a woman's hand. They stand close to each other. The woman looks away from him.]
Continental roué Charles Boyer plays toxic abuser to his wealthy wife Ingrid Bergman in Gaslight.


Film Publicity Archive/United Archives via Getty Images

Eighty-one years after Gaslight packed movie theaters, one in three women in the United States has experienced rape, physical violence, or emotional abuse or stalking by an intimate partner. Millions more of us have experienced years of unending pernicious political gaslighting or so-called “flooding the zone”—deliberately contaminating information networks with misinformation designed to paralyze response. So Gaslight, the stage play and film that coined the term, seems only more troubling and contemporary with the passage of time. [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 

SECRET BEYOND THE DOOR (1947)

A bored, highly independent heiress, who impulsively marries a mysterious magazine publisher, finds her new husband’s East Coast mansion featuring rooms that replicate famed murder sites—with room for one more.

THE MACGUFFIN: The key to the locked room that reveals a husband’s dark obsession

What do you get when you cross Rebecca with Spellbound and throw in a little bit of Bluebeard for kinky kicks? The answer can be found in the enjoyably preposterous, florid Secret Beyond the Door, directed by the towering and tyrannical Fritz Lang (M, Metropolis, Spies) from an overheated but undernourished screenplay concocted by the director and Silvia Richards (Possessed, Rancho Notorious) from a story by Rufus King (The Hidden Hand). The fun and lunacy begin in Mexico with Joan Bennett (muttering fascinatingly strange, self-revelatory narration in her New Jersey accent almost throughout the movie) as shrewd, wealthy, relationship-averse Manhattanite beauty Celia Lamphere, who takes one look at dashing but obviously ill-at-ease on camera Michael Redgrave (The Lady Vanishes) and gets about as tingly and turned on as a celluloid leading lady was allowed to do in the 1940s. “There was a tingling at the nape of my neck as though the air had turned cool,” she confesses. “I felt eyes touching me like fingers. There was a current flowing between us… warm and sweet… and frightening, too, because he saw behind my makeup what no one had ever seen, something I didn’t know was there.”

But how could she possibly resist leaping headfirst into a quicky marriage with this moody, erudite, well-tailored Mark Lamphere when he makes cow eyes at her and woos her with frilly poetic drivel comparing her face to a phenomenon he once experienced in South Dakota wheat country before a cyclone hit? He says, “You have it in your face—the same hush before the storm and when you smile it’s like the first breath of wind bending down the wheat. I know that behind that smile is a turbulence.” Although wised-up viewers will instantly peg Lamphere as a BSing manipulator of the first order, as Bennett listens to Mark’s romantic mumbo jumbo the camera of the great Stanley Cortez (The Magnificent Ambersons) worships Bennett’s utterly blank, dispassionate stare as she says, “I heard his voice and then I didn’t hear it anymore because the beating of my blood was louder.” Whew.

We suppose Lang himself might have seen in his leading lady the “hush-before-the-storm” quality the script describes. But those of us less smitten by Bennett (gowned, made up, and coiffed at her most Hedy Lamarr–like but still strictly Fort Lee, Jersey) will just have to take the filmmaker’s word for it. No sooner does Celia ignore her premarital terrors as she’s dragging herself down the wedding chapel aisle (I don’t even know him! This is no time to think of danger. This is my wedding day, she muses) than her Mr. Wrong begins revealing himself to be a full-on nutter. He storms away from their honeymoon suite because Celia coquettishly locks her boudoir door, and when she questions him about his frequent fits of moodiness, he yammers on about the failing architecture magazine he publishes. But that’s nothing compared to what happens once Lamphere rushes his new bride off to his East Coast love nest in Levender Falls, stranding her in his musty, gothic, marked-down Manderley monstrosity with tribal masks lining the staircase walls and filled to the brim with such cryptic types as Lamphere’s maniacally organized unmarried sister (Anne Revere) who rules the roost with an iron hand, and a wannabe Mrs. Danvers secretary (Barbara O’Neill) secretly in love with Mark who drapes one side of her face with a scarf, purportedly to hide burns she suffered saving Mark’s son David in a summer house fire.

Also lurking about the house is his son (fourteen-year-old Mark Dennis, whose waxiness and dubbed[?] disembodied voice anticipates the bizarre “Warren” of William Castle’s Psycho imitation, Homicidal). David is the product of Mark’s disastrous earlier marriage to the now-dead Eleanor, who is remembered for her “aloofness” and “enamel quality.” Lang saves the movie’s weirdest moments for Mark and Celia’s rained-out wedding party when the groom leads the guests (including Celia’s nattering high-society pal Natalie Schafer) on a house tour displaying the results of his “hobby”—a collection of rooms fanatically replicating the locales of famous murders of women. Guess who and what he has in mind for locked Room 7? Will the twisted but lovestruck new bride—who finally catches on that Mark holds a homicidal grudge against all womankind because of his mother—save herself and her mate through her attempts at pseudo-psychology which anticipate those of the hero trying to break through the phobias and obsessions of his new wife in Marnie? Will the gifted actor Michael Redgrave ever manage to justify Celia’s obsession for him by being convincingly charming or charismatic for even one single scene? Will the filmmakers succeed in stuffing the movie with even more callbacks to much better Hitchcock movies, including vistas of rolling fog, dangerous marital partners, and a mansion set on fire?

Fritz Lang directs and cinematographer Cortez (with whom he clashed) photographs the highly troubled production and cast (with whom he also clashed) with such high-style panache and—one suspects—self-amusement, even when few in the cast appear to be in on the joke, that it’s hard to resist the good-natured creepiness, decorative chintz, and moments of high camp. Look, Secret Beyond the Door is nowhere near the level of such previous Lang-Bennett collaborations Man Hunt, The Woman in the Window, and Scarlet Street, but taken as a flawed but highly entertaining document of the end of their affiliation, it becomes even more weird and fascinating. [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 

SORRY, WRONG NUMBER (1948)

A selfish, hypochondriacal Manhattan heiress accidentally overhears a phone conversation between two men plotting a woman’s murder for that night. Alone and growing frantic because no one she calls will believe or help her, she learns too late the identity of the intended victim.

THE MACGUFFIN: The heroine’s money

The brilliant and usually faultless Babara Stanwyck weeps, wails, whines, and wheedles, joyously letting out all the stops and barreling




[image: Ch01fig02.jpg A hand resting on the shoulder of a person whose face shows a serious expression. The person is holding the earpiece of a telephone.]
Nasty invalid heiress Barbara Stanwyck overhears her own death being plotted in Sorry, Wrong Number.



IN A LONELY PLACE (1950)








[image: Ch01fig03.jpg Two individuals are sitting in a car. The person on the left has their arm around the other individual. The steering wheel is visible in the foreground. ]
Love is a battlefield for struggling actress Gloria Grahame and volatile screenwriter Bogart in In a Lonely Place.



SUDDEN FEAR (1952)








[image: Ch01fig04.jpg A person with their arms raised above their head. The hands are positioned with palms facing outward. The person is terrified.]
Monstrous younger husband Jack Palance teaches playwright Joan Crawford the meaning of Sudden Fear.



NIAGARA (1953)






[image: Ch01fig05.jpg Two individuals in proximity, a man wearing a hat and coat, and the woman with visible curly hair. The man is seen attaching the woman's neck. The woman looks afraid.]
Jealous older husband Joseph Cotten spells doom for unfaithful wife Marilyn Monroe in Niagara.



JULIE (1956)






A KISS BEFORE DYING (1956)






MIDNIGHT LACE (1960)







[image: Ch01fig06.jpg A terrified person standing behind a metal gate with a blurred face, wearing gloves, and having shoulder-length hair.]
Wealthy Doris Day has a madman stalking her through London in Midnight Lace.



THE NAKED EDGE (1961)








CHARADE (1963)








[image: Ch01fig07.jpg Two individuals squatting; the person on the left is holding a gun and appears focused. The person on the right is leaning close, looking in the same direction. ]
When they played their charade, the impeccable Audrey Hepburn and Cary Grant charmed audiences worldwide.
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