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		INTRODUCTION TO THE CENTENARY EDITION

		In 1972, I was asked to contribute an essay about Alfred Hitchcock’s great film Vertigo for a book about classic motion pictures. The editor was satisfied with six pages but I was not, and soon after that, the idea for The Art of Alfred Hitchcock was born—a detailed critical appreciation of his work, film by film, the first such book by an American.

		My movie-watching and note-taking progressed in archives, libraries and retrospective theaters around the world, and in homes where private prints were screened for me in those days when videotape was not the ubiquitous commodity it is today. But in 1975, I discovered that Hitchcock’s early films were not easy to see. In fact, it was necessary to spend a month at the British Film Institute, London, watching rare copies of mostly unknown pictures like Champagne, The Manxman and The Skin Game.

		With a few notable exceptions, Hitchcock’s first seventeen films are perhaps historical curiosities—interesting works by a gifted novice rather than cinematic masterpieces—and so in 1975, while writing the first edition of The Art of Alfred Hitchcock, I chose to treat somewhat more briefly the works from 1925 to 1934, a decision retained in preparing this revision. I regard the production of The 39 Steps, in 1935, as the great leap in Hitchcock’s art. From that year, when he turned thirty-six, he was, I think, an artist of enduring significance.

		Of Hitchcock’s fifty-three features, there is only one I have not seen: The Mountain Eagle, produced in Germany in 1925 and lost soon after. Additionally, I have omitted consideration of Hitchcock’s legendary television shows (of which he directed less than two dozen out of more than 350); of a very few early British talkies and sound films he co-produced (but in which, according to the record, he had only minimal involvement); and of Bon Voyage and Aventure Malgache, two short films he directed for a French acting troupe, in London exile during World War II. (Comments and critical observations about all these may, however, be found in my companion volume to this, The Dark Side of Genius: The Life of Alfred Hitchcock.) The Art of Alfred Hitchcock, then, treats only his full-length feature films.

		During my initial research for the first edition, a very rich kind of material was provided by interviews with people who worked with Hitchcock. In this regard, I was fortunate to have the cooperation and encouragement of Dame Peggy Ashcroft, Ingrid Bergman, Hume Cronyn, Joan Fontaine, Princess Grace of Monaco (the former actress Grace Kelly), Tippi Hedren, Tom Helmore, Ernest Lehman, Simon Oakland, Jessica Tandy, Samuel Taylor and Teresa Wright. Princess Grace, after reading the first draft of the book, generously offered to contribute a foreword. Hers was one of several friendships that—like unexpected benedictions—came from this project.

		For this later edition, of course, I also had the benefit of the dozens of interviews I later conducted between 1980 and 1983, during research for The Dark Side of Genius. That list, too long to be repeated here, contains the names of many more whose contributions remain memorable.

		Hundreds of hours, of course, were also spent in the dark, watching these extraordinary movies. Invaluable assistance was provided by Patrick Sheehan at the Motion Picture Division of the Library of Congress, Washington; by Jeremy Boulton at the National Film Archives, London; and by Charles Silver at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, where Mary Corliss, surely the most knowledgeable and unfailingly gracious film stills archivist in the business, enabled me to find many rare photographs. Tippi Hedren also made available her extensive personal collection of stills from the productions of The Birds and Marnie.

		As I drew near to concluding the first draft of The Art of Alfred Hitchcock, he and screenwriter Ernest Lehman were preparing Family Plot, Hitchcock’s fifty-third (and, as it happened, his last) movie. For courtesy’s sake, I sent a few chapters of the manuscript to Hitchcock—the commentaries on Sabotage, the second version of The Man Who Knew Too Much and Frenzy. Within days, I received a telegram at my home, inviting me to watch him at work on Family Plot in California. When I arrived, he granted me an extended interview, the first of many meetings I treasured during the last five years of his life. He also generously handed over to me the storyboards for Family Plot, along with his kind permission to reproduce them in this book.

		The original edition of The Art of Alfred Hitchcock was published in the autumn of 1976. I sent the first copy to Hitchcock, who responded by inviting me to Los Angeles and then giving a public endorsement—the first in a series of happy surprises that contributed to making the book something of a standard work. Since that time, Alfred Hitchcock died (in April 1980); my biography of him was also published, in many languages; and his primacy as one of the few great artists of the cinema has been confirmed worldwide and without question.

		From 1975 to 1986, I was fortunate to teach Hitchcock’s films year-round, on a rotating cycle, in undergraduate and graduate seminars at the New School for Social Research in New York; additionally, I was often invited to lecture on one or another film or theme at festivals and at colleges and universities in America and Europe, as well as at public educational series for the American and British Film Institutes. Many people I met at these events have deepened my appreciation of Hitchcock over the years—more than ten thousand students at the New School and perhaps as many more in worldwide audiences—and to them all I am keenly indebted for their comments, suggestions and criticisms.

		As I continued to study Hitchcock’s extraordinary body of work and listened to the questions and insights of others, it became clear that there was very much more to say than what I had published in 1976. Hence I was delighted when Doubleday inquired if I had some additional thoughts for a new edition. I quickly replied that I had many such thoughts—too many for a few mere paragraph substitutions here and there, in fact—and so they readily agreed to a completely revised edition. You have that book in your hands now.

		Frequently, if not usually, critics speak and write as if their interpretations of art were the last words—as if their insights, as bridges from artist to audience, closed the door to meaning, and thenceforth no dog should bark. I do not think this is the function of the interpreter. In this book, I have simply tried to widen the scope of the creative, critical dialogue about one man’s work—a body of art more than ever celebrated in 1999, when we honor the hundredth anniversary of his birth.

		Obviously, the passion a critic brings to the study of specific works of art reveals much about the critic himself. In my setting forth certain themes, ideas and images in the art of Alfred Hitchcock, it’s obvious that they have special significance for me. The act of interpretation, after all, interprets the interpreter to himself.

		Finis coronat opus—the end crowns the work, according to an old adage. But in a work of appreciation, the end should only bring us back to the beginning, to the works of art themselves. If readers are encouraged to see again the films of Alfred Hitchcock, I’ll consider this book still successful after almost twenty-five years.

		D.S.
Los Angeles
November 25, 1998

	
		A WORD ABOUT THE MACGUFFIN

		From time to time over the years, Alfred Hitchcock referred, in interviews and casual conversations, to “the MacGuffin” of a story—some object of importance to the characters but of little interest to the director (and consequently to the audience). Examples abound: the secret formula in The 39 Steps and Torn Curtain; clauses of peace treaties in The Lady Vanishes and Foreign Correspondent; uranium in wine bottles in Notorious.

		The origin of the word has been variously explained, but Hitchcock always thought it could be traced to a hoary anecdote:

		Two men were traveling by train from London to Edinburgh. In the luggage rack overhead was a wrapped parcel.

		“What have you there?” asked one of the men.

		“Oh, that’s a MacGuffin,” replied the other.

		“What’s a MacGuffin?”

		“It’s a device for trapping lions in the Scottish Highlands.”

		“But there aren’t any lions in the Scottish Highlands!”

		“Well, then, that’s no MacGuffin.”

		There’s a lot to look for in Hitchcock’s films, but watch out for the MacGuffin. It will lead you nowhere.

	
		A COMMENT

BY PRINCESS GRACE OF MONACO

		Very often I see no reason for a book to have a preface. An annoying few paragraphs demanding to be read when you really don’t want to do anything of the sort.

		But this book is about someone I love and respect, and I find irresistible the opportunity to add a few words of my own.

		It was my good fortune to have worked in three of Alfred Hitchcock’s films. I was able to observe and appreciate his special talents as a director of motion pictures, with the multiple skills that that job requires. I also came to know him as a warm and understanding human being.

		Mr. Hitchcock often is reputed to hold actors in disdain. But he actually has a special way with them, and is able to get exactly what he wants in the way of a performance. His inimitable humor puts them at ease, while his enduring patience gives them any confidence they may need. Of course, sometimes he merely wears them down until he gets what he wants.

		Working with Hitch is a fascinating experience, and reading this book will be just that for his many admirers and fans. They will discover the many aspects of his creativity in developing characters and plots, and will understand better his technical skills and use of camera to build mood and suspense.

		Donald Spoto has done a remarkable job of research, and he has written a detailed and interesting account of Alfred Hitchcock’s art and achievements in an extraordinary career that now spans fifty years. He is the master of suspense, and Dr. Spoto gives us an enlightening study of his work.

		(From the First Edition, 1976)
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		1
THE SILENT FILMS
 (1925–1929)

		
			So full of artless jealousy is guilt,
It spills itself in fearing to be spilt.

			HAMLET
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		The Pleasure Garden, Hitchcock’s first feature (1925).

		Alfred Joseph Hitchcock was born in London on August 13, 1899, the youngest of three children of Emma and William Hitchcock, who was a moderately successful poultry dealer and grocer. Young Alfred was educated at Saint Ignatius College (a preparatory school) in his teen years, but the death of his father pitched him into the work force during World War I and he never formally attended university. His first jobs were minor technical assignments with an electric cable company, for whom he also designed advertisements.

		In 1921 and 1922 he submitted to Famous Players-Lasky several portfolio of designs to accompany the intertitles of silent films: The Call of Youth and The Great Day (both directed by Hugh Ford), The Princess of New York and Tell Your Children (directed by Donald Crisp) and George Fitzmaurice’s Three Live Ghosts. Film crews were small and talent was quickly recognized, and soon there came a directorial assignment—Number Thirteen (1922) with Clare Greet and Ernest Thesiger, but the budget collapsed and the film was never completed. That same year, Hitchcock and actor Seymour Hicks edited the final version of Always Tell Your Wife when its director fell ill.

		The parent American production company of Famous Players-Lasky abandoned its London studio in 1922, and almost immediately executive producers Michael Balcon, Victor Saville and John Freedman formed Gainsborough Pictures at the same location in Islington. From 1922 to 1925, Hitchcock was an assistant to director Graham Cutts, for whom he wrote the scenarios and designed sets for Woman to Woman, The White Shadow, The Passionate Adventure, The Blackguard and The Prude’s Fall. The editor of Woman to Woman was a highly intelligent, vivacious young Englishwoman named Alma Reville, who in 1926 became Mrs. Alfred Hitchcock; her influence and creative collaboration on her husband’s work were gradually more and more important to their success, and she often worked (sometimes credited, sometimes not) on the treatments, screenplays and continuity for Hitchcock’s masterworks.

		In 1925, producer Michael Balcon offered Alfred Hitchcock the opportunity to direct his first motion picture—in Munich, Germany, where facilities were far more lavish than in London and where Balcon had negotiated a coproduction deal (the better to insure European distribution of his picture). Assisting the neophyte technician were screenwriter Eliot Stannard, cinematographer Baron Ventimiglia and assistant director-editor Alma Reville.

		The project was to be a potboiler based on a popular novel by Oliver Sandys called The Pleasure Garden, about a chorus girl named Patsy Brand (Virginia Valli) who befriends Jill Cheyne (Carmelita Geraghty) and helps her land a job as a dancer at the Pleasure Garden music hall. Soon Jill is engaged to Hugh Fielding (John Stuart), whose work takes him to the tropics. In his absence, her career and her social life flourish, and before long she is mistress to (among others, it is implied) a dashing continental playboy. Patsy, meanwhile, marries a friend of Fielding named Levett (Miles Mander), and after their honeymoon at Lake Como he sails to the Far East on business. When Patsy learns her husband is ill, she goes out to care for him, but finds that he has taken to both drink and native girls. In alcoholic dementia, Levett drowns a hapless object of his attention, and when the poor girl’s ghost comes to haunt him he turns on Patsy, threatening her with a sword until a local doctor shoots him dead. Fielding, forgotten by the madcap Jill, meets up with Patsy, and the story ends with the beginning of their life together. There’s certainly little exceptional in the content, but Hitchcock invested the film with a fascinating structure: his primal concern is the two sets of lovers, for Patsy and Levett (and their various ideas about fidelity) are everywhere visually contrasted with Hugh and Jill.

		The film opens with an extraordinary shot of leggy chorines hurriedly descending a spiral staircase and rushing onto the stage of the Pleasure Garden, where they dance with the wild abandon typical of the Jazz Age. The movement is so animated and the cuts so swift that this silent film suddenly becomes a kind of vivid and funny musical flip-book. The camera then cuts to a man in the theater audience, avidly watching the chorus girls’ legs through binoculars. In fact these opening images announce a great deal that will be mainstream Hitchcock for the next half century: the theatrical setting where players become protagonists in bizarre real-life dramas, the camera observing an observer, the rapid cuts from the watcher to the watched, the dizzy circular staircase—and the puckish humor: “What every chorus girl knows,” announces a title card, and then we’re shown a woman washing her stockings in a basin.

		Life within and outside this pleasure garden, from London’s cramped West End to the wide open spaces of the tropics, is a perilous, fallen paradise—thus Hitchcock’s insistence on the ominous snake, entwined round a tree in the title cards he himself designed (thus giving another meaning to the theater of the film’s title). The chase and the nick-of-time rescue he learned from D. W. Griffith, and the camera’s wonderfully realized, hallucinatory dream imagery from several of his German technicians. But every sequence shines with an astonishing originality: characters gazing directly at the camera, long takes and few intertitles, an emphasis on the tiny, revelatory gestures instead of the broad, sweeping histrionics dear to silent filmmakers. The Pleasure Garden was certainly an auspicious debut for a director who departed England on assignment, and when Balcon arrived to see the rough cut he was sufficiently impressed to ask Hitchcock to remain in Munich for a second picture. A major career was moving forward.

		The progress, however, was not so evident from his second film. The Mountain Eagle (made in Munich in the autumn of 1925 and released the following year) starred Nita Naldi and Malcolm Keen and dealt with, of all things, the hillbillies of Kentucky—not a subject of great familiarity to Hitchcock, his English screenwriter Eliot Stannard or his German crew. In America it was released under the title Fear o’ God (the name of the wacky recluse played by Keen), but very soon it vanished into oblivion, and in fact no print of The Mountain Eagle has existed for very many years. This was, according to Hitchcock, no tragedy; it was, he always insisted, “a very bad movie.”

		But like history, he holds a considerably different opinion of his next film, The Lodger (1926), subtitled “A Story of the London Fog,” his first English movie. “It was the first time I really exercised my style,” he said later. “You might say The Lodger was my first picture.” This may be the noisiest silent picture ever made, each shot carefully planned and edited, with swift action in every crowded frame, and the intertitle cards so sparse that we don’t regret the lack of spoken dialogue.

		The film’s opening is a superbly elliptical montage, compacting all the major motifs into six or seven minutes of screen time. First we see a close-up of a fair-haired woman, screaming in terror right toward the camera, and the image is so startling that the silent film seems almost to burst with sound. Precisely the same image recurs in later Hitchcock films—in the first shot of To Catch a Thief, for example (a woman screams that she’s been robbed of jewelry), in The Man Who Knew Too Much (Doris Day’s scream at the Albert Hall fills the screen) and in Psycho (Janet Leigh screams as she sees her attacker).

		After cutting to the blinking lights of a theater marquee announcing “To-Night, Golden Curls,” Hitchcock cuts back: the woman who screamed is dead, the latest victim of the madman terrorizing London by killing young blondes; his demented signature card (“The Avenger”) has been left on the body. The details immediately following fascinate Hitchcock—the press reports, the busy teletype, the dispatchers in the news offices—and he chooses this swift montage for his first cameo appearance, his back to us as he telephones in a news editing room. To convey the city’s terror at this latest murder, he then shows us people listening to radio reports and blond chorus girls backstage at “Golden Curls” (shades of The Pleasure Garden). It’s interesting to see one young chorine hearing the latest news with a kind of wistful, fearful rapture as another touches her own blond hair, clearly thinking, “Am I next?” For Hitchcock, victims must be as fascinated by the horror as the victimizers (and the audience).

		Now we meet the heroine, Daisy Bunting (played by the actress June Tripp, known professionally by only her first name), who seems to be a wealthy woman, glamorously outfitted—but the camera pulls back, and the reality is very different. She’s a mannequin modeling high-fashions, and in the very next shot we see her modest home life with her simple Cockney parents (Marie Ault and Arthur Chesney). Her boyfriend Joe Betts (Malcolm Keen), an ambitious detective, is a frequent visitor there: “I’m keen on golden hair myself,” he tells her parents, “same as the Avenger is.”

		[image: ]

		Ivor Novello and June in The Lodger.

		With the arrival at the Bunting home of the nameless lodger (Ivor Novello, acting with dated theatrical gestures that make his performance virtually a definition of high camp), the atmosphere changes morbidly. He asks that the Victorian paintings of blondes be removed from the room he rents (“They get on my nerves”), and he manically paces his floor—so much, in fact, that his footsteps disturb the family. (The “sound” is rendered visually by Hitchcock’s design of a thick plate glass ceiling on which Novello walks; we see pacing feet as the family hears him from the room below.)

		Next evening, while Daisy and the lodger play chess, he remarks on her lovely hair. Later, Joe arrives and announces to Daisy’s parents that he’s been assigned to the Avenger case: “When I’ve put a rope round the Avenger’s neck, I’ll put a ring round Daisy’s finger.” He chases Daisy and playfully claps handcuffs on her, but this backfires: she’s terrified, and when set free, quite annoyed. (This funny-sinister connection between marriage and bondage will be carried forward in the famous handcuff episodes of The 39 Steps and Saboteur.)

		That night, Daisy’s mother watches the lodger leave the house, and when another murder is discovered next morning, her suspicions are heightened. Joe’s jealousy of Daisy is the source of his suspicions about this strange, epicene lodger, however (“Sorry I lost my temper,” Joe says to Daisy, “but there’s something about him I can’t stand”), and at this point we have Hitchcock’s pointed theme of the triangle, a geometric shape that is on the movie’s opening designs and intertitle cards. (Hitchcock himself was first employed as a studio title card designer at Islington.)

		Soon the lodger is Daisy’s greatest admirer, attending her modeling shows, watching her walk about and buying her the expensive frocks she cannot afford. At the same time, the police close in on the Buntings’ neighborhood as the locale of the Avenger’s recent crimes. The next Tuesday evening—always the night when the murders of young blondes occur—Daisy and the lodger go out. They meet Joe, whom Daisy dismisses when he again acts like a jealous schoolboy. Left alone, Joe imagines that the lodger must be the Avenger, and Hitchcock shows us the detective’s mental process with only the most economical visuals: connective images of the lodger pacing, of the lodger’s strange black bag, of the Avenger’s note, all passing over his footprint in the mud, at which Joe stares.

		The close-up during the lovemaking scene between the lodger and Daisy at home (and in the film’s final shot) foreshadows several similar kissing scenes in later Hitchcock films (from Ingrid Bergman and Gregory Peck in Spellbound to Tippi Hedren and Sean Connery in Marnie). The couple is then interrupted by Joe and his colleagues, who find in the Lodger’s satchel a gun, a map and a collection of news stories about the Avenger’s victims, one of whom, the lodger says, was his own sister. Joe orders him arrested, against Daisy’s protests. The handcuffs are clapped on and the man is taken away, but when Mrs. Bunting faints at the unpleasant turn of events, the lodger escapes amid the confusion. Daisy meets up with him, and he tells her that indeed his own sister was the Avenger’s first victim; he has, in effect, set out to avenge his sister.

		She takes him to a pub for a restorative brandy—a drink that will make a crucial cameo appearance in every one of Hitchcock’s films. But his handcuffs are spotted by someone, and soon the crowd is after him, very nearly tearing him to pieces. Just at that moment, the real Avenger is arrested, the lodger is cleared and we have a happy ending, with Daisy blissfully in the arms of the (still nameless) lodger at his own house—quite a mansion, as it turns out.

		The film’s series of silent shrieks recall Edvard Munch’s famous painting, and the expressionist lighting, severely raked sets, disturbing mirror reflections, angular shadows and dizzying staircase shots were clearly influenced by Hitchcock’s work with German movie technicians and his observation of other directors in Germany the previous year. The Lodger is a remarkably effective combination of style and content, and in spite of Novello’s performance of the lodger as a distracted neurasthenic, there is a delicate poise between paranoia and security. The final macabre joke, of course, is that Daisy’s life with the lodger is visually associated with the opening announcement of murder: again “To-Night, Golden Curls” flashes on the background marquee. Hitchcock, who wanted the lodger to be guilty, had to yield to the producer’s demand for a happy ending, but convention has rarely seemed so unappealing. Nothing about this couple looks very promising.

		The Lodger is in every way a remarkable achievement, and it justified Michael Balcon’s continuing confidence in Alfred Hitchcock’s talent. Witty, visually inventive, genuinely disturbing despite its conventions, understated and economical (especially in its use of dialogue intertitles), it withstands multiple viewings and is virtually a textbook for Hitchcock’s later work. There is, most of all, his favorite theme: an innocent man wrongly accused of a crime. This plot device is brilliantly linked to a deeper moral ambiguity, for using the most fragile circumstantial evidence, the detective—jealous of his fiancée’s friendship with the lodger—constructs first in his own mind and then in the suspicions of others a case for an innocent man’s guilt.

		This theme will recur with startling regularity in Hitchcock’s work—most notably and problematically in Suspicion. And both films have suffered from serious subsequent misperceptions deriving from Hitchcock’s own public statements. He contended that the popular images of Ivor Novello (in The Lodger) and of Cary Grant (in Suspicion) made it impossible for them to be seen as villains. He would, he claimed, have liked to have had the lodger simply disappear into the night, without ever establishing his innocence or guilt. And in the later film, he would have preferred Johnny Aysgarth (Grant) to have actually murdered his wife with poisoned milk and not (as the finished film has it) be revealed as innocent of such an intention. But in fact, these endings would have blurred the significance of everything that preceded, which makes for a much more disturbing and mature tale of psychological turmoil and manufactured guilt.

		In The Lodger, the ambiguity of the situation derives only partly from the deplorable lengths to which the detective’s jealousy leads him. The lodger is himself far from innocent, since he has in fact planned to murder the real killer all along. He arrives with a revolver and a carefully marked map of the crimes, and sets himself up as the real avenger of his own sister’s death—a kind of Victorian vigilante. Intending to kill the killer (whom we never see), he is guilty of a carefully premeditated act of hatred. This is hardly innocence, and so our reaction to the supposedly happy ending is tempered. The identical theme operates, with even more relentless cynicism, in Frenzy (1972), in which the man innocent of the rape-murders seethes with violence and plans revenge on the real killer.

		Hitchcock’s fourth film, Downhill (1927), was based on a series of sketches about school life by Ivor Novello, whose popularity as a matinée idol had already been well exploited by Balcon in The Lodger. Isabel Jeans, another famous stage actress, was engaged to costar, and Hitchcock and writer Eliot Stannard set themselves the task of stitching together the sprawling and diffuse sketches. The result was a story remarkable mostly for its introduction of another mainstream Hitchcockian concern, that of guilt shared by two friends—a theme to be emphasized again and again, from The Manxman through Strangers on a Train, Frenzy and Family Plot. The opening title announces the tale of “two school boys who made a pact of loyalty—and one kept it at a price.”
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		Ivor Novello in Downhill.

		Novello was cast as Roddy Berwick, a (rather overgrown) boy who takes the blame for a schoolmate’s offense, is expelled from home and school and embarks on a path “downhill” until he is finally restored to respectability. Though innocent, he learns about his own capacities for wickedness during this journey, which becomes a kind of moral education before the somewhat simplistic conclusion. Roddy is thus grandfather to all the Hitchcock heroes who learn that a recognition of their true humanity requires an excursion to the frontiers of their shadowy side.

		As in The Pleasure Garden and The Lodger, Hitchcock here indulged his predilection for the swooping camera movement over staircases, the better to visualize the motif of “descent.” We see, for example, a subjective (i.e., point of view) shot of Roddy descending in the London underground—“the quickest way to everything,” as the intertitle card proclaims with pointed ambiguity.

		The world of social and academic respectability and the canonization of class distinctions are neatly punctured in Downhill, too, and Hitchcock returns lovingly to the theatrical setting, “the world of make believe” (thus the titles) concretizing “the world of lost illusions” that comprises Roddy’s inner journey—far more exotic and, finally, more significant, than his trips to Paris and Marseilles. Technically, the picture is superior to just about anything that was made in England that year: there are perfectly matched dissolves to relate characters and themes; a fine dream sequence; and astonishingly stable follow shots with a hand-held camera along the docks of Marseilles. The sets, to be frank, are more convincing than some of the acting.

		Easy Virtue (1927), based on a controversial Noël Coward play, was Hitchcock’s fourth film under contract to Michael Balcon at Gainsborough Studios. The director seems to have acquiesced dutifully rather than accepted cheerfully, and the nature of the material generally lacked interest for him: Beautiful Larita Filton (Isabel Jeans), once the defendant in an ugly divorce case, meets and marries John Whittaker (Robin Irvine), a handsome but weak young man, the son of a wealthy, class-conscious English family. Larita’s new mother-in-law (Violet Farebrother) learns that Larita was (unfairly, as we know) accused of impropriety in the earlier divorce case, but the very idea of scandal is unacceptable to the family, and John is unwilling and unable to stand by his wife against his mother’s moral outrage. The story ends unhappily, with Larita’s marriage over and her reputation permanently destroyed.

		Typically, Hitchcock took refuge in devising fresh cinematic gestures and camera techniques to avoid the proliferation of title cards. He also wisely chose to contrast the grimly severe features of the mother-in-law with the sharply handsome features of blond Isabel Jeans. Easy Virtue is remarkable, in this regard, for the number of close-ups in which a player gazes directly at the camera—expressions overwhelm us, and thanks to the marvelously plastic features of this talented British cast, there is subtlety in these expressions, not merely exaggerated silent screen reactions.

		The opening shot is at first unclear—a white field with a carved circle—until we see that it’s the top of a judge’s wig. He lifts his head, gazes at us, and from his point of view we see a blurry image of a crowded courtroom. He then raises his monocle before the camera, and into clear focus, framed in the monocle, a lawyer rises to face the judge.

		“I must ask you,” says the attorney to Larita, “to repeat your statement with regard to this decanter”—a brandy decanter, of course. From a close shot of the decanter the camera pulls back to a matched cut in a flashback scene which gave rise to the divorce trial. But Hitchcock is as impatient as any viewer with too much courtroom talk—especially in a silent film—and so he simply dissolves wordlessly from one profile of a talking attorney to a profile of a respondent, and back and forth again. Then from a close shot of the judge swinging his monocle, the image dissolves to a swinging pendulum. The passage of time is thus neatly conveyed in a few seconds.

		Hitchcock is also fascinated with the way in which publicity and the ubiquitous camera probe and pry into lives. Larita leaves the courtroom surrounded by a group of eager photographers; later, her photo in a social gazette triggers her mother-in-law’s memory of the divorce scandal; later still, in the depths of her anguish, Larita gazes at a camera and angrily hurls a book at it; and the conclusion—again after a divorce trial—shows Larita the victim of unwanted publicity from British paparazzi. This motif of the morality of picture-taking is a subtle but consistent one in Hitchcock, right up to Rear Window, wherein Grace Kelly says to chair-bound news photographer James Stewart: “Do you think it’s ethical to go around the world just taking pictures of people?”

		The young director’s visual ingenuity shines throughout: a good example is the comic moment he devised to show us John’s proposal of marriage, Larita’s hesitation, his insistence and her final acceptance—all without a single title card. First we see a switchboard operator making a connection, and then we follow her successive reactions to the dialogue she overhears (but we, of course, do not)—reactions of pleasure, then dismay, then fear, encouragement and finally triumph at the stages of the conversation. Everything is conveyed through the operator’s facial expressions, and this technique—never mere gimmickry—is central to the complexity of Hitchcock’s representation of what characters feel, as distinct from what they say.

		The design of the Whittaker baronial dining hall is also noteworthy: it’s a curious anomaly, a formal room over which loom enormous painted icons of saints and patriarchs—clearly more expressionistic than realistic, more apt for a Byzantine cathedral than an English country house.

		The picture ends as it began, at a divorce trial, and with the same matched visuals, the same judge and the tear-stained face of Isabel Jeans. The final close-up is one of the most affecting in Hitchcock’s films—despite her closing line, which Hitchcock claimed was the worst single moment of dialogue he ever had in a movie: “Shoot,” the beaten Larita tells the waiting photographers outside the court, “there’s nothing left to kill!”

		Hitchcock appears strolling past a tennis court, holding a walking stick and wiping perspiration from his brow. Isabel Jeans, bemused, gazes after him. She had costarred happily in Downhill and would play a tiny role in Suspicion, but she is best known to movie audiences as Aunt Alicia in the musical film Gigi. One of the most admired and versatile actresses of the English stage and a woman of great elegance, she died in 1985 at the age of 94.

		“There were all kinds of innovations in The Ring,” Hitchcock said of the first original story he developed for the screen, “and I remember that at the premiere an elaborate montage got a round of applause.” The appreciation was well deserved, for this traditional story of a love triangle (two men in love with the same woman) was so freshly treated, so ripe with visual and narrative invention—not to mention cynical wit—that it seems astonishing from one so young. Neither suspense thriller nor comedy, The Ring is instead a kind of meditation on the vagaries of love, rather like all Hitchcock’s films when you stop to think about it. (They’re all variations on a love theme, all types within the romance genre.)

		[image: ]

		Lillian Hall Davis and Carl Brisson in The Ring.

		“One Round Jack” Saunders (Carl Brisson) can knock out all challengers in a few moments—except Bob Corby (Ian Hunter), who is his rival for the affections of his fiancée Nelly (Lillian Hall Davis). But the ring is not only a boxing arena: it’s a wedding ring, it’s the cyclic nature of the love triangle, it’s the apparent futility of romanticized tenderness—and all these rings are reinforced by Hitchcock’s accumulation of circular objects. There are, to name but a few, the close-up of a drum beating out an invitation to a fairground; a revolving carousel and a turning Ferris wheel; the bracelet in the form of a snake (recalling the title designs of The Pleasure Garden) Bob slips on Nelly’s arm. The visual design of the film, then, both establishes and reinforces its theme of the cycles of love—both endless possibility and (it is implied) ceaseless disappointment.

		Hitchcock’s fascination for the grotesque emerges in The Ring, too, in the boxers’ sideshow colleagues. Siamese twins fight over a pew in church, the giant arrives at the wedding accompanying the midget, the fat lady enters the church somewhat tentatively. But the picture’s psychological maturity is focused in its insistence on the shifting, fickle nature of erotic love, and characters’ states of mind and feeling are everywhere italicized by Hitchcock’s canny use of overlays and dissolves, montages, double exposures and blurred subjective images. Jack, for example, proposes a champagne toast to Nelly—but she is out with another man, and as he glances at the untouched glasses the wine loses its sparkle, the bubbles go flat. Such touches seem obvious many years later, but this was highly inventive moviemaking in 1927. To his credit, Hitchcock never substituted mere technique for faces: his camera catches perfectly the nervous beauty of Lillian Hall Davis and the lingering confusions on her face.

		Hitchcock made quite different use of Hall Davis in his next film, however. The Farmer’s Wife was a routine assignment during his contract years at British International Pictures, and the idea for the film was simply to capitalize on a fabulously successful rustic stage comedy, but from such exigencies came a film everywhere revealing the sure hand of a talented filmmaker.

		Following his wife’s death, Farmer Sweetland (Jameson Thomas) scours the countryside for a new bride. His options, however, prove to be disastrous—a tearful, wizened spinster, an equestrienne just a little too masculine for Sweetland’s comfort, and a porcine hysteric. He seems on the verge of perpetual celibacy until he looks in his own kitchen, at the housekeeper who has for years served him and his late wife so devotedly (Lillian Hall Davis)—a fragile but strong beauty who, of course, has loved him silently all along.

		From this uncompelling narrative Hitchcock fashioned a terrifically funny film that is also not afraid to be quite unexpectedly tender. Most often, we see characters from others’ viewpoints—thus actors face the camera directly, react out at us—and thus we spectators are identified with the one seeing (most often Sweetland). Considering how talky the Eden Phillpotts play, it is doubly impressive that there are so few intertitles. Instead—visual storyteller that he instinctively was—Hitchcock found images to convey emotions. A ring suspended from a saddle is intercut with a man’s wistful look: we read his thoughts from the juxtaposition (a happy marriage past and a yearning for one in future); the sense is reinforced by confetti and rice at his daughter’s wedding table and a shot of his own empty dining room.

		But above all The Farmer’s Wife is comedy, and Hitchcock never forgot that. A formal luncheon, for example, descends into something worthy of Lewis Carroll as everything is just upset enough to make the entire world seem daffy: a weepy maid cannot prevent ice cream from melting; children wreak havoc everywhere; and a sturdy matriarch tries to negotiate her way through the chaos in an enormous wheelchair whose steering device has a mind of its own.

		[image: ]

		Jameson Thomas in The Farmer’s Wife.
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		Betty Balfour in Champagne.

		Hitchcock continued in a comic vein with Champagne, also made in 1928 and developed from his own idea. It’s an amusing trifle that continues the theme of the displaced rich child subject to a moral education (introduced in Downhill), but here the protagonist is a girl (Betty Balfour, one of the most popular comediennes of her day). She’s the prototypical flapper, she fears neither man nor beast, and she flies round the world in her own biplane, determined to prove to her father (Gordon Harker) that her boyfriend (Jean Bradin) is worthy of her. To teach her a lesson in responsibility, Papa allows her to think the family fortune—derived from champagne—has been lost. Betty is then propelled from the life of a carefree child to that of an actress, toothpaste vendor and cabaret seller of the very champagne that once meant her security. Her father finally takes pity on her and agrees to her heart’s desire.

		[image: ]

		Malcolm Keen and Anny Ondra in The Manxman.

		Along the way, there are some splendid moments in an otherwise unremarkable narrative. The private detective (Theo von Alten) hired to trail Betty opens and closes the film, in precisely the same action—draining a champagne glass, and we not only see him do this, we drain it with him and see the background image as if through the bottom of the glass. (As in Easy Virtue, the film begins with a deliberately self-referential shot—a distorted point of view through an object.) He seems at first sinister, then protective, then kindly, and finally just plain lecherous—and it’s always precisely the same view of the man smiling; Hitchcock insists that a shot itself is neutral, that its meaning is provided by editing and context.

		Champagne is graced with neat insertions. Father presses the call buttons on his executive desk and a flock of aides rushes in, like startled pigeons. A drunk aboard ship sways from side to side when the sea is calm but walks perfectly straight when there’s a storm and everyone else is off balance. Hitchcock had just developed a taste for vintage champagne, and this picture was his little homage to the bubbly.

		If we take Hitchcock’s opinion as the standard, then the only interesting thing to say about The Manxman (1929) is that it was his last complete silent film. The picture deserves a better judgment, however; in fact it’s a deeply felt story, shimmeringly photographed and affectingly rendered. Adapted from a novel by Hall Caine, it tells of the cramped, stifled life of several forlorn people on the Isle of Man. Peter Christian (Carl Brisson) asks his lifelong friend Philip Quilian (Malcolm Keen) to plead his cause with the father of his beloved, Kate (Anny Ondra). Philip does so, despite his own secret desires for her. Pete leaves for Africa, to earn enough money to win Kate’s hand, and during his absence Philip and Kate have an idyllic affair—which she believes can turn to marriage when the news of Pete’s death is received. But Philip is in line for an inherited judgeship on Man (a position called the deemster) and his family reminds him that Kate is really beneath him socially. Peter, as it turns out, is very much alive, and when he returns he marries Kate, who (at first unknown to him) is bearing Philip’s child. She leaves home for Philip and when he rejects her she attempts suicide—a crime on the Isle of Man. She is brought before Philip, who acknowledges his guilt, and, with Kate and their child, leaves Man in disgrace. The last shot is of Pete’s face, grief-stricken and doubly abandoned.

		To this relentlessly unhappy melodrama Hitchcock brought a sure hand, demonstrating the variety of moods, tones and tensions he could maintain in a film narrative. Looking back to Downhill and forward to Family Plot (1976), Hitchcock and screenwriter Eliot Stannard stressed the motif of ambition versus love (located in the person of Philip), complicated by the obligations—and eventual exploitation—of friendship. The opening title card, the words of Jesus in the New Testament (and not an epigraph to Caine’s 500-page novel, published in 1894), is one of Hitchcock’s least subtle indicators of the controlling theme: “What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and suffer the loss of his soul?”

		Jack Cox’s cinematography ranks with anything ever achieved on black-and-white: the love scenes on the high cliffs of Man and in the meadows nearby (shot in Devon) have an almost fragrant loveliness, and there’s just the right tincture of melancholy in the great watermill sequences where the rendezvous and later the marriage are set. The deepening of love, sometimes conveyed through the changing tone of Kate’s diary, is expressed in few words—as usual, it’s achieved mostly through the faces of the principals, with their disaffected gazes revealing that passion soon spends itself. Perhaps the single most arresting image in The Manxman, however, is Hitchcock’s dissolve from the black waters into which Kate leaps in her abortive suicide attempt, to the inkwell dipped by Philip’s pen. Seldom has a romantic melodrama been so uncompromising about the tragic effects of ill-considered passion.

	
		2
BLACKMAIL
 (PRODUCED AND RELEASED 1929)

		
			… to fear the birds of prey …

			MEASURE FOR MEASURE
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		John Longden and Anny Ondra in Blackmail.

		The American film industry made a giant leap when Al Jolson sang and spoke onscreen in 1927: at once the news about The Jazz Singer proclaimed the end of the silent film era. Two years later, Alfred Hitchcock had finished directing (but not editing) Blackmail, based on a play by Charles Bennett, when executives from British International rushed in to say they had sound equipment ready. Since he had a script and a cast still available, they asked would he like to reshoot some portions of the film they could then release as England’s first talkie? He agreed at once.

		There was, however, a problem. In the lead role of a Cockney coquette was the Polish-Czech actress Anny Ondra—the pert blonde from The Manxman—and she had a pronounced accent. And so her scenes (among others) were reshot, and just off camera stood the English player Joan Barry, speaking Ondra’s lines while Ondra silently moved her lips. (They had sound, but there was not yet the capability for postsynchronization or dubbing.) Additionally, Hitchcock reshot scenes for which he “designed the sound”—effects, distortions, surprises that went far beyond mere talk or noise. Blackmail remains, over sixty years later, an astonishing achievement technically—and a rich, disturbing moral thriller in the bargain.

		The story line is surprisingly simple. Alice White (Anny Ondra) and her beau, detective Frank Webber (John Longden) quarrel at a restaurant, and Alice departs on the arm of a handsome, well-dressed stranger (Cyril Ritchard). As it happens, he is an artist and invites her to his studio where he persuades her to model for him in a tutu. She’s coy, flirtatious, modest, but curious. He then attempts to make love and in her fear she seizes a bread knife, stabs him to death and makes her way home unseen. Webber, assigned to the case, soon suspects that Alice is the murderer, but he conceals this from his superiors. Now enters the blackmailer, who had seen Alice entering the artist’s flat. Webber implicates him in the murder, a chase ensues, and the blackmailer falls to his death through the dome of the British Museum, if you please. Alice, her conscience tortured now with responsibility for two deaths, tries to give herself up—but Webber prevents her. The film ends with Alice’s anguish and the couple’s shared, secret guilt.

		That figures representing law and order are themselves eminently corruptible is a common theme in Hitchcock’s films, and in this regard he shares a kind of moral cynicism common in modern literature (Joseph Conrad and Graham Greene are only two examples) and film (Fritz Lang was among the earliest, in German films like Spione). Judgments about what to consider infallibly right, true and good, about what forces to label “evil” and about the prestige accorded human authority are questioned throughout Hitchcock’s work with as much insistence as wit. In Blackmail he explored more deeply than in The Lodger how the righteousness of law officers is often merely apparent; how those we frequently idolize play us false; how appearances must not be confused with reality. These concerns are made plain in the structure he devised with his writers (playwrights Bennett and Benn Levy)—a structure that moves from considerations of duty, then of love and finally to the conflict between love and duty. The film naturally falls into three movements encapsulating this structure.

		After an opening close-up shot of spinning auto wheels, we see the police silently move in on a crook, arrest him, record his fingerprints and toss him in a cell. (These details fascinate Hitchcock, perhaps because of his autobiographical account of being “arrested” as a child, taught a lesson by a policeman relative who tossed him in jail for five minutes with a stern warning to better conduct. Variations of the first sequences of Blackmail occur later in, for example, The Paradine Case and The Wrong Man.) The arresting detective calmly washes his hands of the matter (literally) and tells a colleague he has a date with his girl.

		We then move from duty to love, as Webber and Alice meet, then quarrel and part; the stabbing of the artist that follows—in a context of violent lovemaking—becomes an ironic twist on the love motif. Arriving home before dawn and stealing into bed fully clothed, Alice is found by her mother (Sara Allgood), and for a long period when there is no dialogue (only her troubled features and her attempts to compose herself), Hitchcock filled the first English soundtrack with the loud, incessant chirping of Alice’s caged bird—the first use of birds, Hitchcock’s lifelong correlative for chaos and disorder interrupting an apparently normal routine. From Blackmail through his final great poetic statement (The Birds), he drew continually on the British sport of bird-watching and on birds as the traditional symbol for danger from medieval through Victorian art.

		In the family breakfast sequence which follows, the traumatized Alice attempts the banalities of the morning routine with her parents and a gossipy neighbor who discusses the now publicized murder. “What an awful way to kill a man,” whines the visitor, “with a knife! Now a good stiff whack over the ’ead with a brick is one thing—there’s something British about that! But a knife? No, knives is not right! Now mind you, a knife is a difficult thing to handle. Not just any knife will do … a knife … and with a knife … And if you come to Chelsea, you mustn’t bring a knife!” As the woman rambles on in this speech, Hitchcock moves his camera toward Alice’s face—and simultaneously he brilliantly exploited the possibilities of sound by distorting the woman’s voice on the soundtrack: we hear only the subjective impression of what Alice hears. The words seem to blur and run together and only the single word 
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