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Alfred Hitchcock, a Life in the Making



“I’ve become a body of films, not a man; I am all those films.”
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Alfred Hitchcock


February 1927 saw the release in London of a young man’s third film, shot the previous year and almost left on the shelf because one of his investors found it so different from current productions: The Lodger was inspired by an atmospheric novel, which was itself inspired by the memory, still very present at the time, of the terrible acts of Jack the Ripper. Fifty feature films later, Alfred Hitchcock, no longer a young man in 1971, returned to London to direct his penultimate opus: Frenzy, the story of a psychopath who strangles his victims with a necktie.


Taking Control of the World


It is no exaggeration to say that Hitchcock is a constant presence in the popular culture, both because of his undying love of the macabre (peppered with black humor), which reveals the true passions of humankind, and because of his obligation to make his presence known. More than any other filmmaker, Hitchcock was the willing victim of a worldwide success story, a prisoner of his immense reputation and the renewed expectations of an audience that he himself created. Jean-Luc Godard’s voice-over in his Histoire(s) du cinéma best describes the extent to which this artist was able to capture the imagination of twentieth-century audiences: “Alfred Hitchcock succeeded where Alexander, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon failed: in taking control of the world.” Hitchcock’s breathless films, with their heady figures and motifs, fulfilled a totalitarian dream of cinema: to appeal to the whole world (which required the impactful power of the Hollywood film industry). He succeeded better than the great Soviet filmmakers, who dreamed of speaking to the masses rather than to the sum total of individuals suggested by “the general public.”


“Life is not just about breathing, it’s about being breathless.” (Hitchcock)


A twentieth-century art form that remained figurative and narrative out of loyalty to the great narratives and representations of the previous century (theater, painting, serial novels), relegating plastic abstraction to its margins, cinema invented both its audience and its language: Hitchcock is the man who brought the science of filmmaking to a degree of near absolute perfection. Surely suspense, the feeling experienced by the spectator to which the filmmaker’s reputation remains most attached, is the consequence of the use of classical film editing as invented by the American filmmaker David Wark Griffith in the mid-1910s: not only a way of making images follow each other logically, but also the parallel presentation of two competing or rival actions whose coincidence ends up resolving an expectation, a fear, an anguish. Undoubtedly more than Soviet filmmakers in general, and Eisenstein in particular, Hitchcock used film editing as a means of stirring the emotions of the spectator, whose unconscious the author of Battleship Potemkin dreamed of “plowing through.”


Fear and Trembling


If the director of The Birds (1962) invented a machine to frighten the viewer, it is because he was first and foremost an artist who lived through, described, criticized, and analyzed the twentieth century, perceived as a period of war and terror. Totalitarianism, whether Nazi or Stalinist, forms the backdrop to some of his films (Foreign Correspondent, 1940; Saboteur, 1942; Lifeboat, 1943; Notorious, 1946; Torn Curtain, 1966; Topaz, 1969), which convey the image of a world structured solely by fear: The twentieth century is therefore “Hitchcockian.” Hitchcock unmasked another threat, that of the wretchedness of the democratic subject, whether British or American citizen, the ordinary man confronted with his own miserable impulses. Behind his feverish, illusory romanticism (Vertigo, 1957), Hitchcock’s work is a relentless exposure of the individual reduced to his needs and appetites (Psycho, 1960; Frenzy). This impulsive individual was Hitchcock himself. For the filmmaker, fiction was also a means of calming the fire of his desire by providing it with the outlet of a work of art. Many films celebrate the “Hitchcock blonde,” the mirage he observed with pain and passion, sadism and adoration. He knew how to create beauty from his unavowable desires, sublimating his sexual frustration to reveal and shape actresses: Joan Fontaine, Ingrid Bergman, Grace Kelly, Tippi Hedren…


The Art of Fear


When Hitchcock talked about his beloved art of fear, it is hardly surprising that this child of the century had recourse to a metaphor taken from war: “Fear in cinema is my special field, and I have, perhaps dogmatically, but I think with good cause, split cinematic fear into two broad categories—terror and suspense. The difference is comparable to the difference between a buzz bomb and a V-2. To anyone who has experienced attacks by both bombs, the distinction will be clear. The buzz bomb made a noise like an outboard motor, and its chugging in the air above served as notice of its impending arrival. When the motor stopped, the bomb was beginning its descent and would shortly explode. The moments between the time the motor was first heard and the final explosion were moments of suspense. The V-2, on the other hand, was noiseless until the moment of its explosion. Anyone who heard a V-2 explode, and lived, had experienced terror.”1


“It is in form that we need to look for depth”2


Hitchcock, more than any other, worked to ensure that cinema achieved a status reserved for the so-called noble arts. And it was necessary, in a grandiose paradox, for this metamorphosis to involve a director long considered a master of entertainment, a champion of the “fairground attraction,” all qualities that should have condemned cinema to remain specifically a trivial form of amusement. From then on, it was the French critics of the 1950s, mainly those of the Cahiers du cinéma, who were the first to recognize and bring to light the metaphysical concerns underlying this work. But if Alfred Hitchcock, an English Catholic, is now perceived as a filmmaker of the realms of sin and the Fall, of the damnation of man, who is immediately and irremediably guilty, it is as much through the exposition of religious motifs and themes (I Confess, 1952) as through his formal or dramatic choices (the shadow that draws a cross on Ivor Novello’s face in The Lodger, or James Stewart on the edge of the void in Vertigo).


“Self-plagiarism is style” (Hitchcock)


Hitchcock’s entire oeuvre describes an evolution that seems to encompass the entire history of cinema. The division of the latter into “classical,” “modern,” and “postmodern” periods applies as if in miniature to his films, which he progressively adopted, self-criticized, redeployed, and subjected to a mannerist deformation, taking them from the classical age to modern times. He was a director who shot remakes of his own films, becoming his own first successor: North by Northwest (1958), a film about a chase across a continent, takes The 39 Steps (1935) and Saboteur (1942) as its starting point, extending and diverging from them. He even permitted himself to make the “same” film twice, The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934 and 1955), the first version lasting just over an hour and the second almost twice as long.


Experimentations


However, the filmmaker was never content to simply plow the same furrow. The filmography of the man who has often been referred to as a “shrewd shopkeeper” is, in truth, full of insane risk-taking and experimentation of all kinds: Salvador Dalí’s “signature” dream in Spellbound (1944) and James Stewart’s nightmare in Vertigo (1957); an hour-and-twenty-minute film shot in eleven sequence shots (Rope, 1948) and a shower scene in forty-five seconds and seventy-eight shots (Psycho); a historical work (Under Capricorn, 1948) and a science fiction one (The Birds); insanely complex set designs (Lifeboat, Rope, Rear Window, 1954); films in VistaVision and Technicolor (To Catch a Thief, 1954), and, from 1955 onward, square-picture black-and-white TV movies (Alfred Hitchcock Presents); “visions” (The Island That Wants to Be Visited [Mary Rose], 1964) and visual experiments (Kaleidoscope, 1964–1967) so astonishing that Hitchcock was prevented from making them by his producers. He sought to break his own image, to thwart the expectations of the system, to challenge the common perception of his art, at the risk of commercial failure (the dry realism of The Wrong Man, 1956; the clinical case of Marnie, 1964) or unexpected success (the brutality of Psycho).


The Man Who Knew Everything


Such films convey the impression of a coherent, terrible world, along with a sense of unrivaled formal and technical mastery, to the point where the director gives the impression of an omniscience that intimidates every analyst and commentator: Hitchcock or the man who knew everything… If the viewer does not understand something in an Alfred Hitchcock film, the spectator can be sure that the filmmaker has the answer. This art of total control over both the detail and the overall picture is rare in the history of cinema, and probably only Stanley Kubrick could have achieved such demiurge-like status. Hence the certainty that nothing in a film directed by Hitchcock is devoid of meaning. This infallibility does not, of course, imply a license to make his cinema say anything, but rather implies the impossibility of exhausting its secrets. In fact, from the 1950s onward, such a work contributed to the seemingly infinite number of aesthetic and poetic reflections on the human sciences (sociology, psychoanalysis, philosophy…).


“‘Pure cinema’ is what I believe in” (Hitchcock)


And why Hitchcock now? Precisely because he is inexhaustible, and therefore always rewards revisiting. Because his name has become synonymous with his art, a man who, trained in the silent era, sought to express himself only in visual terms (“pure cinema,” as he put it). Because the influence of his work is gigantic, and far exceeds the remakes and conscious rereadings of his films. Hitchcock forever laid the foundations for transforming the rules of contemporary entertainment. There is not one Hollywood thriller, from the exploits of James Bond to the works of Steven Spielberg, not one adventure or horror film, in the US, Italy, or Korea, that does not pay tribute to the author of Psycho. It was an oeuvre of enduring relevance that has yet to have its last word.


Fifty-Three Feature Films


From 1925 (The Pleasure Garden) to 1975 (Family Plot), from London to Hollywood, Alfred Hitchcock created a total of fifty-three feature films, some of which are the most famous in the history of film: Blackmail (1929), The 39 Steps, The Lady Vanishes (1938), Rebecca (1939), Notorious, Rear Window, Vertigo, North by Northwest, Psycho, The Birds… And other lesser-known or more controversial works, well worth (re)discovering: The Ring (1927), Rich and Strange (1931), the first version of The Man Who Knew Too Much, Secret Agent (1935), Stage Fright (1949), The Trouble with Harry (1954), Marnie…


Twenty TV Movies


But this total of fifty-three does not by any means account for everything. He also made twenty films for television, between 1955 and 1962, as part of his celebrated series Alfred Hitchcock Presents and The Alfred Hitchcock Hour (ten seasons between them, 1955–1965). These TV films, placed here in the context of the filmography, have long been considered secondary, an appendix to the main body of work. But can we imagine Hitchcock, a born experimenter, indulging in bread-and-butter work rather than seizing this new form and using it as a laboratory? We need to see “One More Mile to Go” (1957) or “Lamb to the Slaughter” (1958) again and again to gauge the extent to which these “short forms” prepared the way for Psycho, itself intentionally filmed under the economic conditions of television. We need to see “Mr. Blanchard’s Secret” (1956) and, above all, “The Crystal Trench” (1959) again and again to realize that both, like variations on a theme, continue Rear Window and Vertigo. We need to see “Revenge” (1955), “The Case of Mr. Pelham” (1955), “Four O’Clock” (1957), and “Bang! You’re Dead” (1961) over and over again to feel that the filmmaker is using the new medium, which had entered American homes on a massive scale, to hold up a merciless mirror to all his (TV) audience. By means of television, which is nonetheless also subject to the censors’ gaze, he could freely explore one of the dimensions of his cinema: the humdrum of everyday life, sexual frustration to the point of madness, the horror of married life, the savagery beneath the thin veneer of civilization. Beyond “Uncle Alfred’s” debonair, ever-joking demeanor, the Hitchcock universe is one of total pessimism, where everything—from access to material comfort to the advent of true love—is a deadly illusion.


War Films


Fifty-three plus twenty… still not the complete list. To this we need to add the “war films”—his two propaganda shorts (Bon voyage, Aventure malgache, 1944) and his photo dramatization published in Life in 1942 (“Have You Heard?”)—and also list the films on which he “helped out” on behalf of the war effort, without being credited. Of these, the most important and crucial has long been known as Memory of the Camps. In the summer of 1945, Hitchcock, who had been living in Los Angeles for six years, returned to London at the request of his friend and producer Sidney Bernstein to help him make a film from unprecedented images: those of the liberation of the Nazi concentration camps and death camps. The filmmaker had a month in the English capital, but the shock waves of what he saw were to spread, either beneath the surface or clearly visible, through the American work that followed.


All the Films…


To be truly comprehensive, we must also mention all the unrealized projects (and they are numerous) and identify the documentaries and other small films to which Hitchcock contributed, often for his own reasons. Cinema came to this somewhat strange and solitary child, who, though frightened of police officers from an early age, found pleasure in the meticulous and insatiable observation of the world around him.















Hitchcock Before Hitchcock (1899–1925)



“Fear […] is a feeling that people like to feel when they are certain of being in safety.”
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Alfred Hitchcock


Prologue


• On February 20, 1896, at London’s Finsbury Technical College, Robert William Paul presented his invention, the Theatrograph, the first English projector, to be marketed. On the same day, at the Polytechnic Institution in Regent Street (West End), the Lumière brothers’ correspondent showed films made with their brand-new Cinématographe, both camera and projector.


August 13, 1899


• Born in Leytonstone, a suburb northeast of London, Alfred Joseph Hitchcock was the third and last child of William Hitchcock, the third generation of a family of fruit and vegetable merchants, and Emma Jane Whelan, of Irish descent and the daughter of a police constable. He came from a Catholic family, “which in England is almost an eccentricity.”1


1899 and Early Years


• His father’s shop was located in a working-class district of London, at 517 High Road (the house was on the second floor), amid butcher shops, workshops, theaters, newsagents… Alfred’s earliest memories include the smell of ripening bananas and walnuts being shelled for sale. Alfred often accompanied his father, William, on deliveries to London’s Covent Garden Market. His father was stern, hardworking, nervous, emotionally awkward, and a stickler for order.


Covent Garden: Sabotage, 1936; Frenzy, 1971.


January 22, 1901


• Queen Victoria died. One of her sons, Edward VII, became King of the United Kingdom and the member countries of the Empire (Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Newfoundland), as well as Emperor of India. He reigned until his death in 1910. In the June 1, 1960, issue of the French magazine Arts, Hitchcock took the Proust questionnaire: “Who is your favorite historical figure?” Answer: “Edward VII. He led a pleasant life and he made the Entente Cordiale” [an allusion to the diplomatic agreements signed in 1904 between the United Kingdom and France].


1904 or 1905?


• This is one of Hitchcock’s most famous stories, and one he has told many times. When Alfred was five or six years old, his father sent him to the police station with a note. The officer read it, locked the boy in a cell without comment (for no more than five minutes, of course), and, as he was let out, delivered the sentence “This is what we do to naughty boys.” This very young “wrong man” was also a born storyteller: He did not hesitate to dramatize this episode of unverifiable veracity, declaring that “the metallic clang of the imposing door closing and the brutal slamming of the bolt” were engraved forever in his memory.


Imprisonment: The Mountain Eagle, 1926; Blackmail, 1929; Murder!, 1930; The Paradine Case, 1947; Dial M for Murder, 1953; The Wrong Man, 1956; Frenzy, 1971.


Around 1905


• At the theater, one scene definitively caught his imagination: The heroine appeared lit in pink, while the traitor appeared in a halo of green light.


• “I was what they call a well-behaved child.” At family gatherings: “I would sit quietly in a corner, saying nothing. I looked and observed a great deal.” […] “can’t even remember having had a playmate. I played by myself, inventing my own games.”


A halo of green light: Kim Novak in Vertigo, 1957; Mary Rose (unrealized project), 1964.


1906


• By the age of seven, Alfred was the only child in his parents’ home: “Fear? It influenced my life and my career […] It was a Sunday. My parents put me to bed and went for a walk. […] Then, by misfortune, I woke up. I called out, but no one answered. It’s dark all around me. Groping, I get up, wander around the empty, dark house, arrive in the kitchen and find a piece of cold meat, which I eat, sprinkling it with my tears.”


• The young boy was educated at Howrah House, a private school located in a convent run by the Faithful Companions of Jesus in Poplar, a neighboring district of Leytonstone.


1907 or 1908


• The Hitchcocks moved to Salmon Lane, in the lively East London district of Limehouse, where Alfred’s father opened two fishmonger shops.


• For years, Alfred had to confess his entire day at the foot of his mother’s bed every evening, without leaving out a single detail. It was something he would always remember.


Confession, Catholicism, the Last Judgment: The Manxman, 1928; Spellbound, 1944; I Confess, 1952; The Wrong Man, 1956; “The Horseplayer” (TV), 1961; The Birds, 1962…


1908


• A reader of railroad signs and travelogues, able to memorize the grid map of New York and recite the names of the stations on the Orient Express route, himself a traveler on the Thames and to the terminus of every London tramway line, young Alfred dreamed about transportation. On his bedroom wall, he pinned a planisphere and sharpened his sense of precision by plotting the comings and goings of British merchant ships, represented by so many little flags. At the cinema or a fair, he saw Aboard a Crazy Train, a film shot from the front of a locomotive and ending with a simulated accident. Forty years later, and with a number of suspense films to his credit, Hitchcock published a text in Good Housekeeping magazine entitled “The Enjoyment of Fear” (February 1949).


Train: Number Seventeen, 1932; The 39 Steps, 1935; Secret Agent, 1935; The Lady Vanishes, 1938; Shadow of a Doubt, 1942; Spellbound, 1944; Strangers on a Train, 1950; North by Northwest, 1958…


Boat: Downhill, 1927; Champagne, 1928; The Manxman, 1928; Rich and Strange, 1931; Jamaica Inn, 1938; Lifeboat, 1943; “Dip in the Pool” (TV), 1958; Marnie, 1964; Torn Curtain, 1966… In 1939, for his first American film, Hitchcock planned to tell the story of the Titanic…


Bus: Downhill, 1927; Number Seventeen, 1932; Sabotage, 1936; To Catch a Thief, 1954; The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1955; Torn Curtain, 1966…


1910


• Like the rest of London, the young Hitchcock followed the case of Dr. Crippen, hanged for killing his wife and burying her dismembered body in the coal cellar of the marital home. Fleeing with his mistress to Canada, he was recognized by the captain of the transatlantic liner, who used a new means of communication—wireless telegraphy—to alert the English authorities, thereby facilitating his arrest.


In response to Proust’s question “What are your favorite heroines in real life?,” the filmmaker replied, “Grace Kelly, or Adelaide Bartlett,” the alleged murderer of her husband in a case (ménage à trois, chloroform poisoning) that led to a resounding trial in 1886—two years before the abominable murders of Jack the Ripper terrorized and captivated Londoners for a long time to come. “Crime has always fascinated me. To my mind, it’s a uniquely English problem.”


• From October 5, for three years Hitchcock attended St. Ignatius College in Stamford Hill, run by the Jesuits, a Catholic congregation vowed to poverty, chastity (“the angelic virtue”), and obedience. Mass preceded each school day. The priests’ teaching ranged from religious instruction (“the power of Jesuitical reasoning”) to the study of languages, from history to mathematics, from science to literature (Shakespeare, Dante, Dickens), from singing to drawing. Young Alfred, a studious day pupil, every year finished “second or third in the class. This is far better than being top of the class. Otherwise people expect too much of you, and the pressure is too great.”


Good education was also based on order and discipline, not to say correction. An extract from the rule: “A well-informed pedagogue cannot underestimate the importance of corporal punishment. Corporal punishment is healthy. And it is English.” Hitchcock would say on many occasions that the threat of punishment with the ferule, a flat instrument like a ruler, made of wood or hard rubber, fortified his sense of fear (physical fear, fear of sin) and taught him suspense, with the punished pupil deciding for himself when the punishment would come, and living from then on in expectation of receiving his punishment. Hitchcock would also say that these corrections, from which his good behavior seems to have exempted him, impressed him with “a certain sense of drama.”


• The rather plump and subsequently chubby young man never practiced any sport, refraining from doing so for most of his life (with the exception of a bit of tennis). “I expend all my energy above the neck. I observe.” Hitchcock was already the master observer.


Dr. Crippen: Rear Window, 1954; “Back for Christmas” (TV), 1956; Vertigo, 1957.


Jack the Ripper: The Lodger, 1926; Frenzy, 1971.


Tennis: Easy Virtue, 1927; Strangers on a Train, 1950.


Voyeur: The Pleasure Garden, 1925; Rear Window, 1954; “Mr. Blanchard’s Secret” (TV), 1956; Vertigo, 1957; Psycho, 1960…


1913


• In the autumn, Hitchcock enrolled at the London County School of Engineering and Navigation in Poplar, where he studied electricity, mechanics, and industrial design. He also attended evening classes at the University of London.


From August 1914


• On August 4, 1914, the British Empire declared war on Germany and, through the interplay of alliances, entered into a global conflict. From May 1915 until the end of the war, German aircraft bombed England’s capital. On at least two occasions, explosions occurred very close to the Salmon Lane house. “Through the window we could see—an extraordinary sight!—flak shells exploding around a zeppelin illuminated by searchlights.”


1914–1921


• Hitchcock was employed by Henley’s Telegraph Works, an electric cable company. He was quickly promoted: Starting out as a grader, he was transferred to the sales department, then to advertising (1918), where he put to good use his taste for drawing and promotion and his ability to anticipate public reactions. Esteemed for his talent and humor, he began to socialize to some extent.


December 12, 1914


• At the age of fifty-two, William Hitchcock died suddenly. Alfred’s sister Nellie told him: “Your father is dead.” The eldest brother, William Jr., took over the two fishmongers on Salmon Lane.


1915


• Gaumont, a French film production company, opened the huge Lime Grove Studios in Shepherd’s Bush, West London, where Hitchcock would later make four films.


• Hitchcock attended Goldsmiths College (University of London), where he studied drawing, painting, and art history.


Lime Grove Studios: The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1934; The 39 Steps, 1935; Secret Agent, 1935; Sabotage, 1936.


1915–1918


• Solitary and shy, especially with women, the teenager began to assert his interests by frequenting music halls and theaters. He went to the movies a lot and bought specialized magazines, The Bioscope and The Kinematograph and Lantern Weekly, in a store in Leicester Square. He visited Madame Tussauds’ wax figure museum and its Chamber of Horrors. He attended court hearings at the Old Bailey.


Alfred Hitchcock read John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps, published in 1915, discovered Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and the work of Edgar Allan Poe: “Without wishing to sound immodest, I can’t help comparing what I try to put into my films to what Poe put into his stories: a perfectly incredible story told to readers following a logic so hallucinatory that it gives everyone the impression that the same story could happen to him tomorrow.”


He indulged his passion for food and, with his first wages, went in particular to Simpson’s in the Strand, a restaurant on one of London’s main streets. This also contributed to his stoutness.


• At eighteen, old enough to be called up but exempted from active duty, Hitchcock joined the Royal Engineers volunteer corps. He moved from his home on Salmon Lane to the heart of London.


Music hall, theater: The Pleasure Garden, 1925; Downhill, 1927; Rich and Strange, 1931; The 39 Steps, 1935; Stage Fright, 1949…


Cinema: Sabotage, 1936; Saboteur, 1942.


The Old Bailey: Flames of Passion (Graham Cutts; assistant: Alfred Hitchcock), 1922; The Paradine Case, 1947; Frenzy, 1971.


John Buchan: The 39 Steps, 1935.


Simpson’s in the Strand: Sabotage, 1936.


1919–1921


• In June 1919, Hitchcock published his first text in the Henley Telegraph, a company magazine of which he was founder and editor, a short story entitled “Gas” and signed “Hitch” (“It’s ‘Hitch’… without the ‘cock,’” he often joked), a frightening tale with a comic punch line. Up to March 1921, he published six other short stories, all in the same tone, designed to surprise and entertain. The second, The Woman’s Part (September 1919), is told from the “blocked” point of view of a voyeuristic spectator who suffers and enjoys his impotence.


• An avid moviegoer (“I didn’t miss a thing”), he preferred American films, by D. W. Griffith (“the Christopher Columbus of the screen”), Chaplin, Cecil B. DeMille, and those starring Mary Pickford. He admired their sense of editing and dynamism: “Whereas English films presented a flat image, mixing foreground and background, American films were lit from behind so that the figures and characters in the foreground stood out better from the background.”


1920


• Mary Rose, a play by J. M. Barrie (author of Peter Pan), was performed at the Haymarket Theatre (West End), with Fay Compton in the title role. Hitchcock never forgot this ghost story, and in the 1960s he even tried in vain to adapt it for the screen.


Fay Compton: Waltzes from Vienna, 1933.


1921


• In April, Hitchcock resigned from his position at Henley’s Telegraph Works to officially join the Islington-based film studios in North London, with which he had already been working since the end of the previous year. Indeed, he had read in the trade press that the Hollywood studio Famous Players–Lasky, which had opened well-equipped and organized studios in the British capital in 1919, was hiring writers and illustrators of intertitles (captions; the texts and drawings that, onscreen, add “dialogue” to the plot in silent films). To secure a job, he presented a portfolio of sketches, brochures, and intertitle designs, all examples of his skill and calm determination.


Islington Studios: The Lodger, 1926; Downhill, 1927; Easy Virtue, 1927.


1921–1924


• In December 1921, Alfred Hitchcock became one of the four hundred members of the Kinema Club, a Central London–based association of English film production professionals. He remained a member until 1924.


1921–1925


• Over a period of five years, Hitchcock took part in nineteen films as an “intertitler,” set designer (starting with George Fitzmaurice’s Three Live Ghosts, 1922, with Clare Greet), and, from 1923, co-writer and assistant director. He also attempted to direct Number Thirteen and co-directed Always Tell Your Wife. His drawings as a set designer and art director helped him visualize the best angle for a director, and where to place the camera.


In an interview in the 1960s, Hitchcock recalled his early days at Islington Studios for British Famous Players–Lasky: “You must remember that I was trained in the American way. When you pushed open the studio doors, it was like being in Hollywood. Everyone was American. The screenwriters were American, the directors were American.”


Early 1922


• Famous Players–Lasky stopped producing films in Islington, unsatisfied with the box-office results in the UK and the US. Hitchcock’s first film, Number Thirteen (or Mrs. Peabody), unfinished and now lost, was thus a semi-independent venture. The scenario is Chaplinesque: A woman wins the lottery and dreams that she is entertaining her friends in her mansion, while her enemies have become her servants. In the lead roles: Ernest Thesiger, who acted in J. M. Barrie’s Mary Rose at its premiere, and Clare Greet, playing Mrs. Peabody. Due to a lack of funds, filming was interrupted, despite financial help from the actress’s father and an uncle of the hapless director. On this occasion, Hitchcock learned the importance of meticulous preproduction, from financial editing to preparatory drawings (later storyboards). All that remains of the film are a few photos.


Clare Greet: The Ring, 1927; The Manxman, 1928; Murder!, 1930; The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1934; Sabotage, 1936; Jamaica Inn, 1938.


July–August 1922


• Graham Cutts shot The Flames of Passion. Hitchcock took part, in various capacities, in seven films by this English director, one of the most renowned of the period. The same year, Cutts directed Paddy the Next Best Thing, with Hitchcock as assistant, Eliot Stannard as scriptwriter, and actresses Marie Ault and Marie Wright.


Eliot Stannard: The Pleasure Garden, 1925; The Mountain Eagle, 1926; The Lodger, 1926; Downhill, 1927; Easy Virtue, 1927; The Ring, 1927; The Farmer’s Wife, 1927; Champagne, 1928; The Manxman, 1928.


Marie Ault: The Lodger, 1926; Jamaica Inn, 1938.


Marie Wright: Murder!, 1930.


September 1922


• Spanish Jade by John S. Robertson was released, Hitchcock’s eleventh contribution as title designer. This work on intertitles introduced him to their effects and, consequently, to the effects of editing on the film’s meaning. In other words, editing provides the viewer with the emotions intended by the director. Later, Hitchcock would become fascinated with the “Kuleshov effect,” which would become his breviary of editing and directing.


Editing and directing: Sabotage, 1936; I Confess, 1952; Torn Curtain, 1966…


1923


• On January 9, 1923, Edith Thompson, suspected of involvement in the murder of her husband with the complicity of her lover, was hanged. It was a case, trial, and execution that made headlines. The deceased was the daughter of William Graydon, who taught the young Hitchcock to waltz in the late 1910s, when he was working at Henley’s. He knew the story in great detail and remembered it for the rest of his life, respectfully sending Edith Thompson’s sister a Christmas card every year.


• In February, Hitchcock was production manager on Always Tell Your Wife, a short film produced by comic actor Seymour Hicks. Halfway through the film, he replaced the director, who had been fired by the producer, and co-wrote this “two-reeler” with the actor. In his autobiography (1949), Hicks described him as “a fat young man […] terribly enthusiastic and eager to try his hand at directing.” The cinematographer was Claude L. McDonnell. The story is about a husband, his wife, and his mistress, with shots of a caged bird. The film seems never to have been distributed. Only one of two reels remains.


• Wyndham’s Theatre (West End) presented The Dancers, a play that was a great public success. The main attraction was a young actress with a husky voice and singular charm named Tallulah Bankhead.


Allusion to the Edith Thompson affair: Stage Fright, 1949.


A woman caught between two men: The Mountain Eagle, 1926; The Lodger, 1926; The Ring, 1927; The Manxman, 1928; Rich and Strange, 1931; Secret Agent, 1935; Notorious, 1946; Under Capricorn, 1948; Dial M for Murder, 1953; North by Northwest, 1958; “Mrs. Bixby and the Colonel’s Coat” (TV), 1960…


Claude L. McDonnell: Downhill, 1927; Easy Virtue, 1927.


Bird in a cage: Sabotage, 1936; Psycho, 1960; The Birds, 1962.


Tallulah Bankhead: Lifeboat, 1943.


April–May 1923


• Woman to Woman, shot in Islington, was the first film co-produced by Michael Balcon; it was directed by Graham Cutts, with actress Betty Compson. Hitchcock adapted the play, designed the sets, and assisted with the direction: “It was the first film I really took in hand.” He recruited the continuity girl and film joiner Alma Reville, whom he had noticed earlier and who had just lost her job in Islington. Together, they made five Cutts films between 1923 and 1925.


• To prepare for Woman to Woman, Hitchcock traveled to Paris for the first time: He attended mass at the Madeleine church, then went to the Moulin Rouge to study the architecture of the famous cabaret and create a replica of it in the film.


Betty Compson: Mr. & Mrs. Smith, 1940.


Spring 1924


• Michael Balcon founded Gainsborough Pictures and took over Islington Studios. He produced The Passionate Adventure, directed by Graham Cutts and starring Lillian Hall-Davis, for which Hitchcock, among others, wrote the screenplay. In the course of the plot, the heroine plunges a knife into the villain’s back—a visual surprise and a stabbing shock that the future director was to make a specialty.


Lillian Hall-Davis: The Ring, 1927; The Farmer’s Wife, 1927.


The stabbing: Blackmail, 1929; Sabotage, 1936; Dial M for Murder, 1953; Psycho, 1960…


September–December 1924


• Following a co-production agreement between Gainsborough Pictures and UFA (Erich Pommer), a highly reputed German film production company, Alfred Hitchcock and Alma Reville traveled to Babelsberg, on the outskirts of Berlin, to prepare for Graham Cutts’s new film, The Blackguard, with Bernhard Goetzke in one of the lead roles. The young screenwriter and assistant director was also responsible for the sets, in particular that of an imposing dream sequence set in paradise, with numerous “angelic” extras and, (already), a gigantic staircase. Another set, for a concert hall, was inspired by London’s Royal Albert Hall. Through signs and sketches, Hitchcock communicated with German set designers and with Theodor Sparkuhl, the cinematographer on several Ernst Lubitsch films.


• While Hitchcock, a cinephile and film apprentice, already admired the science of lighting in Hollywood films, he was equally inspired by the monumentality of the sets in German expressionist films, in contrast to their attention to detail (Fritz Lang: “There are no details”), the audacity of their framing, and their often aerial or “unchained” camerawork. On one of the huge sets at Babelsberg Studios, he witnessed a day’s shooting of F. W. Murnau’s The Last Man (Der letzte Mann), a film so obsessed with visual expression that it is almost entirely narrated without the aid of intertitles. Hitchcock was impressed by a scene with a reconstructed station platform, a real train car in the foreground, and another real train car at the far end of the same shot, from which passengers were alighting. Between the two, perspective was forced by spectacular trickery to create an impressive illusion. And Murnau declared, formulating the future credo of the author of Rear Window: “It doesn’t matter what you see on the set. What matters is what you see on the screen.” It does not matter what the bottle is (the reality of the shoot), as long as you have the intoxication (the viewer’s emotion). It does not even matter if this illusion is visible in the image, only the effect and impression obtained.


Erich Pommer: The Pleasure Garden, 1925; Jamaica Inn, 1938.


Bernhard Goetzke: The Mountain Eagle, 1926.


Staircases: Easy Virtue, 1927; Number Seventeen, 1932; Rebecca, 1939; Suspicion, 1941; Shadow of a Doubt, 1942; Notorious, 1946; Strangers on a Train, 1950; The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1955; Vertigo, 1957; Psycho, 1960; Frenzy, 1971…


Royal Albert Hall: The Ring, 1927; The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1934 and 1955.


German expressionism: The Lodger, 1926; The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1934; Strangers on a Train, 1950…


February 1925


• Hitchcock films The Prude’s Fall with actor Miles Mander. This would be the last Cutts-Hitchcock collaboration.


Miles Mander: The Pleasure Garden, 1925; Murder!, 1930.


Spring 1925


• Michael Balcon negotiated a co-production agreement for five films involving Gainsborough Pictures and Emelka (MLK), a German company based in Munich. Alfred Hitchcock returned to Germany, but for the first time as director of a project entitled The Pleasure Garden. He was twenty-six years old.


October 1925


• October 25 saw the first screening by the Film Society, a Regent Street cine-club dedicated to films by French directors (Marcel L’Herbier, Jean Epstein), Germans (Robert Wiene, Fritz Lang, Walter Ruttmann, G. W. Pabst), and Soviets (Vsevolod Pudovkin, S. M. Eisenstein). None of these films—an art form in their own right—were distributed, or they were heavily censored in Great Britain. Alfred Hitchcock was an assiduous spectator at these monthly screenings, and four of the Film Society’s founders and animators were to become his collaborators: Adrian Brunel, Ivor Montagu, Walter Charles Mycroft, and Sidney Bernstein.


Adrian Brunel: Elstree Calling, 1930 (co-scriptwriter and supervision).


Ivor Montagu: The Lodger, 1926; Downhill, 1927; Easy Virtue, 1927 (montage); The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1934; The 39 Steps, 1935; Secret Agent, 1935; Sabotage, 1936 (associate producer).


Walter C. Mycroft: The Ring, 1927; Champagne, 1928; Elstree Calling, 1930; Murder!, 1930 (co-scriptwriter and adaptor).


Sidney Bernstein: Memory of the Camps, 1945; Rope, 1948; Under Capricorn, 1948; I Confess, 1952 (co-producer).


Epilogue…


• On December 2, 1926, Alfred Hitchcock and Alma Reville were married at the London Oratory, a Catholic church on Brompton Road (in Westminster).


Marriage: Easy Virtue, 1927; The Ring, 1927; Rich and Strange, 1931; Rebecca, 1939; Mr. & Mrs. Smith, 1940; Notorious, 1946; Marnie, 1964…
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The Pleasure Garden
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Production Dates: Summer 1925


Release Date in Germany: November 3, 1925 (Munich)


Release Date in Great Britain: April 12, 1926 (London), January 14, 1927 (outside London)


Production: Gainsborough Pictures, Münchner Lichtspielkunst AG (Emelka)


Producer: Michael Balcon


Based on the novel of the same name by Oliver Sandys (1923)


Screenplay: Eliot Stannard


Director of Photography: Gaetano di Ventimiglia


Assistant Director, Continuity: Alma Reville


Art Direction: Ludwig Reiber


Starring: Virginia Valli (Patsy Brand), Carmelita Geraghty (Jill Cheyne), Miles Mander (Levet), John Stuart (Hugh Fielding), Ferdinand Martini (Mr. Sidey), Florence Helminger (Mrs. Sidey), Georg H. Schnell (Oscar Hamilton), Karl Falkenberg (Prince Ivan), Louis Brody (Carruthers), Elizabeth Pappritz (young native woman)…


“Awake! for Morning in the Bowl of Night / Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight.”


Omar Khayyam, “The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam”


SYNOPSIS


Patsy, a dancer at the Pleasure Garden Theatre, a London music hall, is courted by rich, flesh-loving patrons. She befriends Jill, who manages to get into the troupe by seducing the owner. The two young women stay with an elderly couple, the Sideys. Jill is engaged to Hugh, an engineer who is preparing to spend several months in the tropics on business. Her comrade and colleague, Levet, falls in love with Patsy. While Hugh is away, the pushy Jill is romantically involved with Prince Ivan. Disappointed with Jill, Patsy distances herself from her friend and marries Levet. The two spend their honeymoon at Lake Como. From there, Levet leaves to find Hugh, who learns of his fiancée’s infidelity from the tabloids, sinks into despair, and falls ill. Patsy decides to join Levet, believing him to be unwell, although he has used this condition as an excuse to dissuade her from coming. Jill, though well taken care of and lavishly accommodated, refuses to finance her trip. In the end, the Sideys lend her the money she needs. Patsy leaves without announcing her arrival and discovers that her husband is living with a native woman. Caught in the act, Levet chases off his mistress, then drowns her in the sea. While taking care of Hugh, Patsy realizes that she is in love with him. Driven mad by jealousy and guilt, Levet tries to kill his wife with a scimitar, only to be shot dead with a revolver by one of Hugh’s friends. Patsy returns to England with the young man, now cured.





GENESIS


Alfred Hitchcock joined the English film industry in 1920. For five years, he trained with enthusiasm and talent in various trades—intertitle designer, set designer, scriptwriter, location manager, assistant director… at the Islington Studios, acquired by producer Michael Balcon in 1924. In 1925, at the age of twenty-six, Hitchcock was ready.


His Foot in the Stirrup


Hitchcock’s first film was also the first co-production between Michael Balcon’s company, Gainsborough Pictures, and Münchner Lichtspielkunst, aka Emelka (the pronunciation of the acronym MLK). Based in Munich, the German production company was counting on this alliance to rival UFA, the country’s largest studio, based in Berlin. The Pleasure Garden was the first of five titles in the contract between Gainsborough Pictures and Emelka.


The screenplay, adapted from a novel by Oliver Sandys, one of the many pseudonyms of the prolific British bestselling author Marguerite Florence Laura Jarvis, was entrusted to Eliot Stannard. Author of almost ninety films between 1914 and 1933, the screenwriter would go on to write for Alfred Hitchcock eight more times.


CASTING


Among the leading male roles, that of Levet, the bigamist husband, was played by Miles Mander, who joined Hitchcock again in 1930 for Murder!. The actor had been touring since 1920, playing numerous supporting roles in England and Hollywood until his death in 1946. He was most notably seen in Albert Lewin’s The Picture of Dorian Gray in 1945. Mander also worked as a screenwriter, writer, director (six feature films between 1928 and 1936), and producer.


The Idealistic Lover


Hugh Fielding, the idealistic lover, was played by John Stuart, born in Edinburgh in 1898, who enjoyed a long and prolific film career until his death in London in 1979. He played supporting roles in numerous British films, including Henry Cass’s Blood of the Vampire and Terence Fisher’s The Revenge of Frankenstein in 1958, and Wolf Rilla’s Village of the Damned in 1960. He also frequently appeared in episodes of TV series. In 1931, Hitchcock rehired him for Number Seventeen.


An American Star


Convinced that the film needed an international star to break into the American market, Balcon brought Virginia Valli over from Hollywood to play Patsy, the big-hearted girl. She had made her debut at Essanay Studios in 1915 and was now a star at the peak of her career, filming for Fox and Universal. In 1924, the actress starred in King Vidor’s Wild Oranges.


The other main female character, the cynical Jill, was played by Carmelita Geraghty, an American actress and close friend of Virginia Valli’s, who made her debut in Maurice Tourneur’s Les deux gosses (Jealous Husbands) in 1923. She left the film business in 1935 to become a painter.


Actresses’ Caprices


Hitchcock’s fiancée, Alma Reville, who was also his editor and assistant director, welcomed the two American actresses in Cherbourg and moved with them to Paris. To meet their requirements, they stayed at the Claridge Hotel, which immediately put a strain on the film’s low budget. Alma Reville also took them to various boutiques to choose the dresses they would wear in the film.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Given that this was a co-production, interiors were shot at the Geiselgasteig Studios near Munich, and exteriors in Italy. Italy also provided the setting for the final sequences, which were supposed to take place in the tropics, in a place called “The East,” presumably a British colony in the Middle East.


A Nightmarish Shoot


While Alma was in Paris with the two actresses, trying to rein in their expenses, Hitchcock left Munich for Genoa, accompanied by his cinematographer, Gaetano di Ventimiglia (known as “Baron Ventimiglia”), a cameraman, Miles Mander, and Elizabeth Pappritz, a young actress who played the unfaithful Levet’s native mistress and for whom this would be her only film role. Di Ventimiglia, a Sicilian-born nobleman who had worked for the Associated Press and the Newark Times newspaper before entering the film industry, was reunited with Hitchcock on his next two films, The Mountain Eagle and The Lodger.


This first shoot was a nightmare for the young director. Mander nearly missed the train when he went to retrieve his makeup box, which he had left in a cab. The blank film, which di Ventimiglia had suggested Hitchcock should not declare at customs, was confiscated at the Austrian-Italian border. The cameraman was sent to Milan to buy more, but on his return, the expense proved unnecessary: The seized film had been cleared through customs, in exchange for a fine…


A Revelation


The crew began shooting in the port of Genoa, then moved to San Remo for the beach scenes. Hitchcock was fond of recounting how, during filming, when Elizabeth Pappritz was indisposed and refusing to get into the water for the drowning scene, and being still very ignorant of the secrets of female physiology, he had to have the technical crew explain to him the existence of menstruation.


The waitress at a local hotel is said to have replaced the actress. Hitchcock referred to one shot in particular as a laborious, burlesque moment, his actor struggling to carry the drowned actress out of the water. However, this sequence does not exist in the longest version of the film known to date. Could Hitchcock have decided against it? Furthermore, it was the actress Elizabeth Pappritz who appeared in this dramatic scene. Could Hitchcock have shot it again, after the young actress’s “indisposition,” to replace the shots filmed with the improvised understudy? Either way, this was the first murder scene in a Hitchcock film, with an underwater shot of rare violence, showing the young woman struggling in vain against her assailant.


Running Out of Resources


The film’s budget was stretched by the purchase of film stock and Parisian expenses (luxury hotels and other high-cost items), forcing Hitchcock, who also had his wallet stolen, to write a letter to Balcon asking for an advance on his salary. He had to borrow money from the actors. Alma Reville and the actresses finally joined the team in Italy, at the Villa d’Este on Lake Como, where a few shots were canned. Always short of resources, Hitchcock sent his fiancée to ask the star of his film to lend him some money…


The filmmaker also took advantage of this moment and the setting to modify certain aspects of the script. The return journey was eventful. Hitchcock paid for excess luggage because of the large number of trunks brought by Virginia Valli. The team missed their connection in Zurich and had to find a hotel. While unloading the many suitcases from the train, a window was broken and had to be paid for.


The interior sequences were finally shot at the end of July 1925 in Munich, at the co-producer’s studios.


A Tragedy of Desire


Despite a complicated and disorganized shoot, this film by a young director already gives an impression of mastery. One of the major themes in Hitchcock’s work is immediately apparent: guilt. The guilt felt by Levet after the murder of his mistress manifests itself in the superimposed appearance of her ghostly body and face, which come to haunt him.


The Pleasure Garden is particularly striking for the strong erotic dimension of its narrative and direction. There are many fetishistic shots, such as the one showing Patsy’s legs, one of them bare after her stocking falls on her shoe. For this melodrama is also a tragedy of destructive sexual desire, announced right from the opening credits. A dancer shimmies in a beam of light, foreshadowing the milieu described—that of the music hall and its chorus girls—and arousing the viewer’s excitement. The predatory intensity of the male gaze is staged in the opening sequence: a shot of young women tumbling down a spiral staircase, followed by one of a line of dancers onstage, waving their arms and raising their legs. This is followed by a long tracking shot of a row of male spectators thrilled by the show. One of them observes the girls’ legs through theatrical binoculars. From the very first images by Alfred Hitchcock, the motif of voyeurism and the close-up technique express the filmmaker’s intention to divide the body into objects of desire.


RECEPTION


On discovering the film in the small screening room at the Munich studio, Michael Balcon exclaimed that, given its technical qualities, The Pleasure Garden looked more like an American production than a European one.


A Frustrated Theater Release


The film displeased C. M. Woolf, head of the Gainsborough film distribution company, who was certain that audiences would be disconcerted by the formal staging effects (camera movements, superimpositions, contrasting lighting). Judging The Pleasure Garden insufficiently commercial and too “European” (i.e., too intellectual), he decided not to release it in the regions at first, to the great displeasure of the filmmaker. The Pleasure Garden was not shown throughout England until a year and a half later, in January 1927, before the distribution of The Lodger. The film was released in the US in September 1926, where its promotion relied exclusively on the presence of its female star, Virginia Valli.


Beginnings Considered to Be Promising


More than thirty years later, Alfred Hitchcock would recall that the Daily Express (London) had already described him in 1926 as “a young man with a master’s brain.” The Observer added that the filmmaker “has made some of the source material so interesting as to make one eager and optimistic for his future.”


Until recently, however, The Pleasure Garden was not widely regarded by film historians. For a long time, it was seen as the first attempt by a filmmaker whose genius, according to them, would only manifest itself somewhat later.


Incomplete Copies


Hitchcock himself paid little heed to the film, conceding “a few interesting scenes” but preferring to tell his interlocutors about the chaotic shooting of the film. It is also true that, for a long time, The Pleasure Garden circulated in the form of truncated, poor-quality copies, with missing intertitles and mutilated sequences. It was not until it was restored by the British Film Institute in 2012 that the original version of an already highly personal work was discovered, in which is found, in embryonic form, a number of obsessions characteristic of Hitchcock cinema.


A Seemingly Moralistic Melodrama


The film’s narrative structure consists of two parallel plots, those of the sentimental and moral journeys of two couples intersecting. With this apparently conventional scenario, the producer had doubtless no other intention than to offer audiences a commercial melodrama based on mediocre literature—a melodrama that condemns immorality and debauchery and rewards virtue.


The pairing of the two heroines, on the other hand, takes on an ambiguous sexual dimension, noted by François Truffaut in his interviews with the filmmaker. The two young women live together and sleep in the same bed. One of them wears pajamas, while the other wears a nightdress, a stereotypical translation of the masculine-feminine duo formed by Patsy and Jill.


An Impulsive Violence


It is in the final section that the passions long held in check are unleashed with a violence that was almost scandalous for the time.


Desperate over Patsy’s arrival, which provokes her immediate repudiation, Levet’s native mistress sinks into the sea to drown herself. She is joined by her lover, who one imagines is trying to save her from suicide. When he reaches her, he grasps her in an embrace that is both erotic and deadly… as he buries her head underwater. Sex and death are thus irrevocably intertwined, and the sudden violence of the murder foreshadows the sordid assassinations in Frenzy, for example, filmed almost fifty years later. A similar confusion is suggested earlier in the film by the menacing shadow of Levet approaching Patsy when he wants to seduce her.


The impulsive explosion that asserts itself in the final minutes of The Pleasure Garden brings the film closer to the brutal naturalism of the cinema of Erich von Stroheim (Foolish Wives in 1922, Greed in 1924), who would describe the steamy, decadent atmosphere of the tropics at the end of his film Queen Kelly (1928). Before romantic harmony resumed with the formation of the Hugh-Patsy couple, this Hitchcockian pleasure garden was the less-than-Eden-like scene of a fatal confusion between Eros and Thanatos.




A Holiday Location


Summer 1925. The honeymoon sequence was shot on Lake Como, Italy, and the film couple stayed at the sumptuous Villa d’Este. Alfred Hitchcock and Alma Reville liked the place so much that they spent their own honeymoon there at the end of the following year. They would return frequently on vacation until the 1970s.







For Hitchcock Addicts


The first shot of Alfred Hitchcock’s first film shows a swarm of scantily clad dancers speeding down a narrow spiral staircase. A number of motifs that would haunt Hitchcock’s cinema to the very end are present from the outset: First of all, the staircase, with its multiple symbolisms, particularly sexual, which was to recur again and again in the Master’s films. Then the shape of the spiral, the central structure of Vertigo (1957). And finally, voyeurism, which focuses on the legs of the chorus girls.







Freeze Frame


Between two spaces and two widely separated times, Hitchcock imagined a particularly cruel and cynical form of connection. When Levet leaves Italy and sets sail for the tropics, Patsy, his wife, who has stayed behind, waves her handkerchief at him as he departs. A superimposed shot replaces the close-up of Patsy’s hand with that of Levet’s native mistress, who gives her lover the same welcoming wave. By the sheer force of the montage of these two hands, one woman has replaced another, almost naturally.
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The Mountain Eagle
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Production Dates: October 1925–January 1926


Release Date in Germany: May 1926


Release Date in Great Britain: June 1927


Production: Gainsborough Pictures, Münchner Lichtspielkunst AG (Emelka)


Producer: Michael Balcon


Based on an original story by Charles Lapworth, “Fear o’ God” (undated)


Screenplay: Eliot Stannard, Max Ferner


Director of Photography: Gaetano di Ventimiglia


Assistant Director, Continuity: Alma Reville


Artistic Directors: Ludwig Reiber, Willy Reiber


Starring: Nita Naldi (Beatrice), Malcolm Keen (John “Fear o’ God” Fulton), Bernhard Goetzke (Pettigrew), John Hamilton (Edward Pettigrew), Ferdinand Martini (the dog Major)


“It was a very bad movie and I’m not sorry there are no known prints.”


Alfred Hitchcock


“Among the most ‘wanted’ of all missing films […], something of a Holy Grail for film historians.”


Mark Duguid, British Film Institute


SYNOPSIS


Beatrice, the schoolteacher in a Kentucky mountain village, gives evening lessons to Edward Pettigrew, a crippled young man. She shows him a great deal of attention, arousing the jealousy of his father, Pettigrew, a justice of the peace and businessman, who tries to seduce her. She rebuffs him. Furious, he makes Beatrice look like a loose woman in the eyes of the villagers, prompting her to flee to the mountains. The young schoolteacher is taken in by a hermit, John Fulton, known as “Fear o’ God,” who, to suppress the scandal, forces Pettigrew to marry them, promising to divorce her as soon as she wishes. But Beatrice discovers that this new, unexpected life suits her perfectly. When Edward disappears, her father takes advantage of the situation to have Fulton arrested, accused without evidence of his son’s murder and thrown into prison. After a year in solitary confinement, the false culprit escapes, returns to the mountains, and is reunited with his wife, who has had a child by their union. When the infant falls ill, Fulton braves the cold and snow to return to the village in search of a doctor. He comes across Pettigrew, and the confrontation is inevitable. But the worst is averted when Edward reappears. The father, who had been driven by an ancient anger against Fulton that goes back to the time of his son’s birth, finally makes peace with his rival.1





GENESIS


The financial setup for Hitchcock’s second directorial effort resembled that of The Pleasure Garden: an Anglo-German co-production that should enable costs to be shared between the two countries and double the box-office receipts. An American star was also announced in the credits so that the film could be exported across the Atlantic.


The Hitchcock Cliché


Charles Lapworth, editorial director of Gainsborough Pictures, was the man behind the story. While Eliot Stannard tried to turn this heavy melodrama into a possible screenplay, Hitchcock, in October 1925, set out in search of photogenic exteriors. He described what he was looking for in an article published twelve years later: a pretty thatched-roof village, with snow-capped mountains in the background and beautiful trees in the foreground, and nothing modern in the shot. In short, it was an idealized, rustic image. Hitchcock had a fascinating conception of the cliché. He could reproduce well-known locations and use them dramatically (the Swiss chocolate factory and the rugged mountains in Secret Agent, 1935; the flower market and the Grande Corniche in Nice in To Catch a Thief, 1954) or, on the contrary, “avoid the cliché,” as he put it, countering it to create surprise (in North by Northwest, 1958, the daylight “film noir scene” with a man in a business suit in a cornfield…).


CASTING


In November 1925, the young director traveled to Munich to welcome his leading lady, Nita Naldi. A Hollywood star, she was famous for her roles as vamp and temptress (Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments, three films with Rudolph Valentino).


Hollywood on Bavaria


According to Hitchcock, Nita Naldi appeared when she got off the train as glamorous, dark, wearing four-inch heels, and a black dog to match her swathed dress. She was a vision made all the more striking by the fact that she had to embody a mountain woman “who handled a gun instead of a lipstick.” Hitchcock and Alma Reville, his assistant director and fiancée, set about transforming this femme fatale into a village schoolteacher: nails, makeup, hairstyle, wardrobe—everything was reworked. Unlike his work with Grace Kelly, Kim Novak, and Tippi Hedren, the director’s aim here was to erase the sex appeal of his actress, and after this essential metamorphosis, Naldi’s professionalism delighted the filmmaker. The same went for the male actors, Malcolm Keen, who would be cast again in The Lodger (1926) and The Manxman (1928), and Bernhard Goetzke, a Fritz Lang actor (Death in Destiny [Der müde Tod], the chief inspector in Doctor Mabuse the Gambler [Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler]). Hitchcock, then assistant director, met Goetzke on the set of Graham Cutts’s The Blackguard (1925).


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Hitchcock found the village for his film on a postcard: Obergurgl, in the Austrian Tyrol. He and his team traveled there by train and wagon and on foot, in search of a location likely to evoke Kentucky…


Too Much Snow


The location turned out to be ideal, but on the night of their arrival, it snowed so much that they had to shoot in the nearby town of Umhausen. The filming was going to take longer than expected due to the weather. In Umhausen, the snow fell so heavily that Hitchcock had to persuade the local firemen to melt it with a hose.


After one or two weeks on location, the film was completed at Munich’s Emelka Studios. On set, Willy Reiber and his brother Ludwig—who had worked on the London sets of The Pleasure Garden—created a mountain village. The few surviving set photos testify to the attention to detail given to the interiors (the hermit’s hut).


RECEPTION


The film was distributed in Germany in May 1926, in the US from the end of 1926, and in England only in June 1927, no doubt in order to capitalize on the successful release of The Pleasure Garden and The Lodger.


Criticism of the Content, Praise for the Form


The Mountain Eagle was shown to the English press in October 1926, then shelved, partly because the few reviews obtained were mixed. For The Bioscope, “director Alfred Hitchcock has not been particularly well served by his author, and in spite of skilful, and at times brilliant direction, the story has an air of unreality.” The same article praised “some unusually artistic lighting effects” (October 7, 1926).


On the same day, The Kinematograph Weekly reported that the director had “slowed the pace too much” and told “a story with too many unconvincing twists and turns.” Still, the journalist praises Bernhard Goetzke’s performance: “You can almost feel his train of thought through his expressions.” Later, the Gloucestershire Echo, sensitive to the story’s emotional crescendo, also praised Goetzke’s performance: “a particularly vigorous facial study” (August 9, 1927). And in the Gloucester Citizen (August 23, 1927): “There are some striking snow scenes and fine mountain scenery and many exciting moments—instances in which the suspense is very ably contrived.”


An Unknown Filmmaker, but Not for Long


At the beginning of 1926, Alfred Hitchcock was twenty-six years old and had received a sound training. He had already made two feature films, and his rise was rapid. But at the time, with films still on the shelf, he was still a director unknown to the public, only noticed by the specialized press for his earlier work as a screenwriter. However, he had the full confidence of his producer, Michael Balcon, who, at the beginning of 1926, had already announced a program of nine films, one of which was immediately assigned to Hitchcock: The Lodger.




A Lost Film


Of the fifty-three feature-length films Hitchcock made for the cinema, only one is missing: The Mountain Eagle, of which neither negatives nor projection prints remain, despite research by cinematheques and archives worldwide. Many films from the silent era (1895–1929) have also disappeared (around two-thirds of the Hollywood production, for example). There are two main reasons for this: For a long time, cinema was seen as an entertainment industry rather than an art form and was not carefully and systematically preserved. And in 1929, the film industry’s massive transition to talkies “devalued” silent films by denying them any commercial value.







A Stormy Marriage Proposal


It was at the end of filming The Mountain Eagle, after leaving Munich and on board the ship taking them back to England, that Alfred Hitchcock proposed to Alma Reville. And, fittingly, the director told the story: The ship was buffeted by a heavy swell, and Alma was in bed, suffering from seasickness. Taking advantage of this state of weakness, he plucked up the courage to ask her the big question. With a gesture, she consented: “It was one of my best scenes, a little weak on dialogue, perhaps, but remarkably staged and soberly acted.”







“Give Them All You’ve Got”


“Nita [Naldi] was playing a scene where she had been run out of town by the Kentucky farmers. She had to turn on them and tell them just what she thought […] In silent days, we never wrote dialogue […] We let people say just whatever came into their heads […] When I called, ‘Give them all you’ve got,” she did. She gave them, in English, Italian, […] Bowery, Park Avenue, and, maybe, double Dutch. […] She used words we had never before heard. When, shuddering and shaking with emotion, she stopped and I called out ‘Cut,’ the whole studio—none of whom understood a word she had said—burst into spontaneous applause.” (Alfred Hitchcock)
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Production Dates: Early March–mid-April 1926


Release Date in Great Britain: February 14, 1927


Release Date in the United States: June 10, 1928


Production: Gainsborough Pictures, Carlyle Blackwell Productions / Piccadilly Pictures


Producers: Michael Balcon, Carlyle Blackwell


Based on a novel of the same name by Marie Belloc Lowndes (1913)


Screenplay: Eliot Stannard


Director of Photography: Gaetano di Ventimiglia


Assistant Director: Alma Reville


Scripts: Renie Morrison, Alma Reville


Artistic Directors: C. Wilfred Arnold, Bertram Evans


Costumes: Gilbert Adrian


Second Editing, Intertitles: Ivor Montagu


Intertitles Design: Edward McKnight Kauffer


Starring: Ivor Novello (the lodger), Marie Ault (the landlady), Arthur Chesney (husband of the landlady), June Tripp (Daisy), Malcolm Keen (Joe, policeman), Reginald Gardiner (a dancer at the ball), Alfred Hitchcock (a man seen from behind, in the newspaper offices, and perhaps also during the attack by the crowd)…


“Those who have dreamed of him […] assure us that Jack the Ripper presented himself to them as an extremely elegant man, with a dark, handsome face, extremely slender hands and wrists whose slenderness did not preclude robustness.”


Robert Desnos, Jack l’Eventreur (Jack the Ripper), 1928


SYNOPSIS


An “avenger” is roaming London, particularly in the Bloomsbury district. Every Tuesday evening, in the fog, this elusive man murders a young woman, always a blonde, and signs his crime with a triangle drawn on a piece of paper. This is the seventh time he has done this. The newspapers increase their circulation, the police stall, and the public panics. One evening, a stranger knocks on the door of a local boardinghouse and moves in upstairs. Strange and seductive, he soon develops strong feelings for Daisy, the landlady’s daughter and a model, herself troubled but engaged to Joe, a policeman working to arrest the “Avenger.” One Tuesday evening, the tenant takes advantage of the darkness to slip out. Shortly afterward, a new crime is reported. The landlady, who has seen him come and go, has no doubts. She tries to keep Daisy away, but Daisy finds herself increasingly attracted to this handsome stranger with his disturbing manner. Blinded by jealousy, Joe convinces himself of the tenant’s guilt and handcuffs him. The man flees, pursued by a lynch mob. Fortunately, at the same time, the arrest of the Avenger is announced. The false culprit explains himself: His sister having been killed by the Avenger, he has decided to imitate him in every way in order to find and eliminate him. Innocent, the tenant—in reality the owner of a large mansion—can now marry the woman he loves and who loves him.





GENESIS


In December 1925, the English trade press announced a new Gainsborough production, The Lodger: A Story of the London Fog.


This would be the third feature for the twenty-six-year-old Hitchcock, who had just directed several scenes from The Mountain Eagle in Munich. His producer, Michael Balcon, had acquired the rights to the bestselling novel by the prolific Marie Belloc Lowndes and was inspired to entrust its adaptation to his young protégé.


A Haunting Story


Hitchcock was very fond of The Lodger, a novel published in 1913, about a mysterious lodger whose entire household anxiously wonders whether he is the killer of young London women. This imaginary tale was inspired by the still vivid memory of the demented and very real crimes of Jack the Ripper, who brought an atmosphere of terror to the capital in 1888. And the man known as the Whitechapel Killer lived in a neighborhood not so far from Leytonstone, where little Alfred was born in 1899…


By the age of seventeen, Hitchcock had already seen a theatrical adaptation of Who Is He?. The novel would haunt him for the rest of his life. In July 1940, he made a broadcast of it for CBS Radio, and that same year tried to bring about an American remake in color and talkies. He also used the story in other films (notably Shadow of a Doubt, 1942). In 1971, Frenzy, his penultimate film shot in London, opened like The Lodger: a murdered woman, a bank of the Thames, a crowd bending over to view an inanimate body, with the killer’s distinctive sign—a scarf in The Lodger, and a necktie in Frenzy.


Some Minor Changes


As with his two previous films, Hitchcock wrote the screenplay with Eliot Stannard. Son of a novelist, an insatiable worker, an avid reader, and a smooth talker, Stannard held an unrivaled record (except for Hitchcock’s wife, Alma Reville, who was in a different category): Between 1925 and 1929, he wrote the screenplays for nine of the director’s first ten films. Between January and February 1926, the two men embarked on an essentially faithful adaptation of The Lodger.


Admittedly, Stannard and Hitchcock made some changes: The character of the landlady, the protagonist of the novel, is less important in the film. On the contrary, they expanded Daisy’s role, giving rise to the first Hitchcock blonde. Another difference: Whereas in the novel, the penultimate chapter takes place in the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussauds’ waxworks museum, Hitchcock did not use this location. His forthcoming cinematic work suggests that the young filmmaker must have been reluctant to give up such a memorable set piece. The film does, however, introduce an accessory with a promising future in the Hitchcock world: handcuffs. Another promising motif is a beautiful and disturbing bathroom scene: Daisy enters her bathtub, her nudity conveniently protected by a cloud of steam. When, suddenly, more than thirty years before the shower scene in Psycho, the disturbing tenant’s hand grips the doorknob and the man almost enters…


CASTING


It is the tenant, Mr. Sleuth in the novel and an unnamed man onscreen, who brings about the most significant change from book to film.


“The most handsome man in England”


Although forgotten today, Ivor Novello was a star in 1926. Born in Wales, composer of popular songs, author of one-act plays, and successful film actor (The Rat, Graham Cutts, 1925), Novello was known above all as an homme fatal. Adored by female audiences, he embodied a local version of Rudolph Valentino. In the first half of the 1920s, the American press dubbed him “the most handsome man in England.” Onscreen, this tall figure exuded androgynous beauty and masochistic acting, culminating in a scene in The Lodger where he hung from a railing by his handcuffs, unable to free himself. Such fragility and celebrity certainly demands some consideration… The directive not to portray Novello as a real-life serial killer, in order to preserve his popularity, came from C. M. Woolf, the all-powerful distributor and president of Gainsborough Pictures. In the novel, however, there is no doubt as to the guilt of this enlightened tenant. Hitchcock dreamed of an outcome similar to the one in the novel, and more ambiguous than the one into which he was abruptly forced. The presumed murderer disappears into the fog, just as the real Jack the Ripper’s crimes abruptly cease without ever being solved.


A Short Lesson in Suspense


The main character must be a wrongly identified suspect. Screenwriters are free to allow suspicion to hang over the hero for a while, so long as they exonerate him at the end… without a shadow of a doubt. An obligation, justified by the actor’s untouchable image, to which Hitchcock would return when concluding Suspicion (1941): Cary Grant could never be a murdering husband. But this constraint in The Lodger proves to be productive in three ways.


First, it forcibly introduces the recurring motif of the falsely accused individual and the fine line between good and evil. Secondly, it inaugurates the Catholic vein of Hitchcockian inspiration, turning the executioner of the novel into a martyr in the film, a Christ reliving his Passion (evident in the close-up where a shadowy crucifix is emblazoned on Novello’s white face). The tenant, although he has the manner of a guilty man, now bears the stigma of the innocent.


Lastly, this obligatory twist (guilty? not guilty?) heightens the film’s suspense and involves the audience: “You achieve more suspense if the audience is worried about a known person than if it concerns an unknown person. The audience may go into convulsions at the thought of Clark Gable being murdered, but if it is an unknown actor, they will wonder, ‘Who is that?’”1


Writing a Score


While solving his main casting problem, which affected the current script, Hitchcock established the subdivision into scenes, which in turn were divided into shots. Shot by shot, he made a drawing or had one made, specifying the position of the actors and the location of the camera, as well as the scenery and furniture required, and even listing the props on the back of the sketch. From the outset, the filmmaker knew how to visualize a script, which itself already contained highly visual ideas. From the very start, and to use a comparison to which he would often resort, Hitchcock behaved like a composer creating a symphony alone on the screen of his mind, then on paper, long before assembling his full orchestra. In other words, a score cannot be improvised on the day of its performance. The same goes for a shoot.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


The six weeks of filming, from early March to mid-April 1926, also included editing, no doubt carried out by Alma Reville. During that time, the filmmaker, though still a novice, never ceased to expand his horizons.


Like a Fish in Water


Despite the hurtful gossip spread by Graham Cutts—the “in-house” director who, fearful of being supplanted by his former assistant, told anyone who would listen that the film would be “incomprehensible”—Hitchcock felt “like a fish in water” in Islington Studios. And the finished film is astonishingly inventive. This aspect is in evidence from the very first scene: The close-up face of a young blond woman screaming is placed on a glass background and lit from below to enhance the expressiveness and bring out the victim’s golden hair. Then the blurred outdoor backgrounds to represent the London fog are obtained with a piece of gauze placed in front of the camera lens. In the film’s opening minutes too, faces seen in close-up are superimposed on one another, one expressing concern, the other dismay or fear—a visual idea that would be reused, forty years later, in the opening credits of Torn Curtain (1966).


Film Direction Under the Influence


From his third feature, Hitchcock established both a clean, almost clinical framing of people and objects, and a penetrating filming style, as though he wanted to get closer and closer, to see what is forbidden (a naked body, an injured body). His staging plays with doors that open and close in the same shot; with a staircase shot from above or below; with the mezzanine and upstairs of the boardinghouse, a foreshadowing of the house in Psycho. And of course, he played with the most disquieting and suggestive ways of lighting a shot. In the last months of 1924, Hitchcock spent time at the UFA studios in Berlin. The Lodger was influenced by German expressionism (Nosferatu, F. W. Murnau, 1922; The Street [Die Straße], Karl Grune, 1923), an art form that revolutionized set design and unleashed the power of light and shadow.


RECEPTION


By May 1926, the production company was able to arrange the first private screenings, in particular for the dreaded C. M. Woolf, who, it was said, tended to listen to the advice of Graham Cutts… a screening so dreaded that Hitchcock, rather than attend, preferred to take his wife on an aimless walk through London. On their return, the verdict was clear: The Lodger was an arty film for intellectuals, condemned to remain on the shelf.


Ivor Montagu to the Rescue


Initially distraught, Michael Balcon, the producer, came up with the idea of showing the film to Ivor Montagu. The son of a banker and a young intellectual of the Far Left, Montagu was—like Hitchcock—a regular viewer of Soviet films shown from October 1925 onward at the Film Society in London, the avant-garde film club he had co-founded. Montagu loved The Lodger and, encouraged by Balcon, suggested improvements. In particular, he suggested reducing the number of intertitles, which too often interrupted tension or action that was perfectly legible without onscreen text. He also commissioned Edward McKnight Kauffer, an American graphic artist based in London, to design the credits and play with the killer’s trademark triangle in some of the intertitles. Hitchcock approved of this external intervention, which he later passed over in silence, no doubt to leave the impression of having controlled everything. Finally, Montagu, as a translator of texts by Eisenstein and Pudovkin, suggested giving the final chase—that intense moment when the tenant is almost killed by the pursuing mob—a “Soviet-style montage” feel, with more short, dynamic shots. In August 1926, new shots were filmed and inserted into the film. All in all, The Lodger’s budget would have been around £12,000, which seems about average for English productions of the time.


Hitherto Unknown


In mid-September, Balcon organized a press screening—double or nothing. Iris Barry in the English Daily Mail called the film “brilliant.” For The Bioscope, it was nothing short of “the best British production to date” (September 16, 1926). Many of the film’s first audiences shared this impression of experiencing the hitherto unknown, at least in their own country. At the very beginning of 1927, the success of The Lodger’s public release confirmed in the eyes of the profession the advent of a new talent named Hitchcock. This was a source of pride for English cinema, which, at the time, was very uncomfortable with the glare of Hollywood production.


The Birth of “Pure Cinema”


The director would often say that he considered his third film to be the first true “Hitchcock picture.” He was particularly proud of the first fifteen minutes of The Lodger. In this fine example of “pure cinema,” he showed, through the sheer power of shots and editing, the journey of a news item, the way a crime becomes a news item that pervades an entire town at high speed: telephone, ticker tape, newspaper headlines, radio, illuminated banners, and so on, with Hitchcock each time adding a detail about the murderer for the audience’s attention.


Certainly, at the start of 1927, The Lodger’s audience was both surprised and sensitive to this disturbing and erotic vision of the modern world: a world that had suddenly moved from the horse-drawn carriage to the car and from gas to electricity. It was a new world in which the devastating power of something suppressed could suddenly manifest itself.


Much later, Ivor Montagu would remember that time, the group of English film buffs, intellectuals, and apprentice filmmakers of the 1920s, and Hitchcock among them. He remembers the feeling that this young director was surely “the only one of [them] who could achieve his goal.” Montagu added: “He lived to make films.”2




For Hitchcock Addicts


In the novel, not all the Avenger’s victims are blond. The choice of blondness was a matter of the imagination of the two screenwriters, or of Hitchcock’s fantasies. For example, he forced June Tripp, the lead actress, to wear a blond wig.







A Series of Adaptations


Following Hitchcock’s 1926 adaptation of Marie Belloc Lowndes’s novel, there were several others: a British film by Maurice Elvey, with Ivor Novello once again in the title role (The Lodger, 1932). Then there was John Brahm’s film for 20th Century-Fox, with the disturbing Laird Cregar as the lodger (The Lodger, 1944). Argentine director Hugo Fregonese offered another version with Jack Palance (Man in the Attic, 1953). Hitchcock told Truffaut that he found these remakes “too laborious.” In 2009, there was another Jack the Ripper (The Lodger) by David Ondaatje, starring Simon Baker.







Freeze Frame


A brief sequence in The Lodger is particularly striking: The disturbing tenant paces back and forth in his room, his comings and goings suddenly visualized by the landlady on the floor below through a transparent ceiling, while the chandelier sways with the vibrations. The glass ceiling, the sequence of overhead and low-angle shots, the vibrating chandelier, all contribute to making the footsteps of a restless man “heard” in this silent film.








Where Is Hitchcock?


It was in The Lodger that Hitchcock first appeared in one of his own films: at the beginning, on the telephone and from behind, in the offices of the Evening Standard, and, it seems, at the end, among the crowd who want to tear the fugitive apart. The filmmaker often said that his first cameos were to make up for the lack of extras. What became a signature, and almost a trademark, may well have started out as a private joke and a nod to a few journalists.


It seems that in 1926, when shooting The Lodger, the young Hitchcock wanted above all to imitate one of his idols, Charlie Chaplin, who, in Public Opinion (1923)—a film not including Charlie Chaplin—appeared, unrecognizable, for the duration of one shot.
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Production Dates: January 17–early April 1927


Release Date in Great Britain: October 24, 1927 (London)


Release Date in the United States: 1928


Production: Gainsborough Pictures


Producers: Michael Balcon, C. M. Woolf


Based on a play of the same name by David L’Estrange (pseudonym of Ivor Novello and Constance Collier)


Screenplay: Eliot Stannard


Director of Photography: Claude L. McDonnell


Assistant Director: Frank Mills


Art Direction: Bertram Evans


Film Editing: Lionel Rich, Ivor Montagu


Starring: Ivor Novello (Roddy Berwick), Isabel Jeans (Julia), Ben Webster (Dr. Dowson), Norman McKinnel (Sir Thomas Berwick), Robin Irvine (Tim Wakeley), Jerrold Robertshaw (the Reverend Henry Wakeley), Sybil Rhoda (Sybil Wakeley), Lilian Braithwaite (Lady Berwick), Ian Hunter (Archie), Violet Farebrother (the poetess)…


“Here is a tale of two school-boys who made a pact of loyalty. One of them kept it—at a price.”


Opening credits card sequence of Downhill


SYNOPSIS


The star of his rugby team, Roddy Berwick is the most popular student at school. His friend is Tim, who is dating a young cake-shop girl. One day, the latter tells the principal that she has been dishonored by one of the two young men… and accuses Roddy. Knowing that Tim, of modest means, will not be able to obtain a scholarship if he is expelled, Roddy refrains from denouncing him. He is expelled from the school, then leaves the family home, with his father not believing in his innocence. He ends up in Paris as an extra in a variety theater, where he befriends the star of the show, Julia. Roddy is surprised to receive a substantial inheritance from his godmother. The actress leaves her lover to marry the rich young man. The money is soon swallowed up by Julia, who spends lavishly and maintains a relationship with her lover without her husband’s knowledge. Roddy is once again in decline, until he ends up, sick and half-mad, in a slum in the port of Marseille. There, some sailors have the idea of taking him back to England, in the hope of receiving money from his relatives. Once on the English coast, Roddy slips away to return to his family home. But while he had feared his father’s wrath, the latter announces that he had discovered the truth and asks his son to forgive him. The family is reunited.





GENESIS AND CASTING


In September 1926, The Lodger was presented to the press and film professionals. Its screening made such an impression that Alfred Hitchcock was offered a good contract by a new company, British International Pictures. However, the filmmaker still owed Gainsborough Pictures, the successful producer of The Lodger, six months’ work. Studio boss Michael Balcon decided to make use of his protégé for as long as possible.


A Thirty-Four-Year-Old Teenager


For the screenplay, the choice fell on Down Hill, a play that Ivor Novello, the unsettling tenant of the previous film, had already performed onstage, and which he had co-written with Constance Collier, under the joint pseudonym of David L’Estrange.


In the silent film, star Ivor Novello took on the role of Roddy Berwick onscreen, despite a detail that is far more embarrassing on the silver screen than on the stage. At the time, he was thirty-four years old, whereas at the start of the film, his character was still a teenager. Hitchcock told François Truffaut that the play was rather mediocre. Nevertheless, he endeavored to make the most of a commission that he renamed Downhill, in a single word, and for which he himself wrote the opening credits card: “Here is a tale of two school-boys who made a pact of loyalty. One of them kept it—at a price.” This is the first of the director’s many films in which one character is made to take the rap for another, after his or her trust has been abused.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Hitchcock tried to enhance a very melodramatic story with ingenious inventions, sometimes flirting with comedy. Some of these survived the final cut, but the filmmaker claims to have shot some comic digressions that were cut by the producers, including a fight treated in burlesque mode.


The Fall


Hitchcock’s main concern was to symbolically represent the moral and social decline of the hero—in the sense of a downward slope. When he is expelled from school, a very wide shot shows him as a tiny speck, lost in the monumental architecture of the college. And after the break with his parents, an underground station escalator takes him down toward a dark destiny. Hitchcock himself found the symbolism of the fall rather conventional. However, he recounted an amusing anecdote about this shot: As it was to be filmed during the nighttime closure of the underground network, the filmmaker directed the scene dressed in a tuxedo, having spent the evening at the theater!


Russian Dolls


Hitchcock used a play of Russian dolls to show what became of Roddy in Paris. A close-up shows him as a playboy in formal wear, before the frame widens to show him as a waiter in a restaurant. But a sideways camera movement turns the tables again, revealing the characters performing a musical on the stage of a theater.


Green Hell


Hitchcock declared himself quite proud of the sequence in which the feverish hero is overcome by hallucinations on the cargo ship taking him back to England. The character’s nausea and remorse are expressed by the greenish tinting of the image. This postproduction process replaced the blurring and fading effects that accompanied dream and nightmare scenes in most films of the period.


RECEPTION


When the film was released exclusively in London, it was accompanied by a surprising attraction: the projection suddenly stopped, and actors Ivor Novello and Robin Irvine took to the stage to perform an additional scene absent from the feature. Nevertheless, Downhill received a lukewarm reception, with critics praising its brilliant direction but criticizing its insipid storyline.


Melodramatic Clichés and Visual Creativity


The final version of the film is marked by melodramatic excesses, some of which today seem close to misogyny. For example, the hero, now a social (“taxi”) driver, meets a benevolent lady, but the eruption of sunlight soon reveals the aged, ungracious features of his date, making him realize the horror of his condition as a gigolo.


Nevertheless, a number of passages show that Alfred Hitchcock already possessed the purely visual expression that is the hallmark of the great silent film artists. For example, the cake-shop girl’s accusations are represented not by dialogue cards, but by a whole series of images superimposed on the young woman’s face. These mental images are taken from earlier scenes, and we can guess that the denouncer is perverting their meaning to overwhelm the poor schoolboy.




Freeze Frame


One scene shows Roddy flirting with Julia, while her lover stands aside to mix himself a cocktail. This is followed by a framing shot in which the glass takes up a large part of the image, with the two suitors in the background. And just as the seltzer gushes into the drink, Roddy leaves the room, as if driven out by a huge water cannon!







For Hitchcock Addicts


When Roddy enters Julia’s dressing room, she sits with her back to the door, tilting her head back to see who the newcomer is. A subjective shot, following the young woman’s gaze, then shows Roddy upside down. Hitchcock used this visual gag in a famous scene from Notorious (1946), starring Ingrid Bergman and Cary Grant.
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Production Dates: March–May 1927


Release Date in Great Britain: September 1927 (London), March 1928 (outside London)


Release Date in the United States: June 1928


Production: Gainsborough Pictures


Producers: Michael Balcon, C. M. Woolf


Based on a play of the same name by Noël Coward (1924)


Adaptation: Eliot Stannard


Director of Photography: Claude L. McDonnell


Assistant Director: Frank Mills


Art Direction: Clifford Pember


Film Editing: Ivor Montagu


Starring: Isabel Jeans (Larita Filton), Franklin Dyall (Aubrey Filton), Eric Bransby Williams (Claude Robson), Ian Hunter (Mr. Greene), Robin Irvine (John Whittaker), Violet Farebrother (Mrs. Whittaker), Frank Elliott (Colonel Whittaker), Dacia Deane (Marion Whittaker), Benita Hume (switchboard operator), Alfred Hitchcock (the man near the tennis court?)…


“‘Virtue is its own reward’ they say—but ‘easy virtue’ is society’s reward for a slandered reputation.”


Opening credits card of Easy Virtue


SYNOPSIS


Larita Filton is involved in a trial in a dramatic divorce case. A flashback shows her torn between a young painter who courts her and an alcoholic, jealous husband who mistreats her. One day, the two men have an altercation, at the end of which the artist, mistakenly believing he has killed the husband, commits suicide. Acknowledged as being responsible for the painter’s fate, Larita loses the case. To escape the scandal, she goes to the Côte d’Azur, where she meets a young man, John Whittaker. Whittaker, who refuses to hear about her past, insists on marrying her. But as soon as the couple arrive at the Whittakers’ English home, Larita encounters hostility from John’s mother and sisters, who do their utmost to convince him of the error of this hasty marriage. The conflict comes to a head when the family identifies the young woman as the protagonist in the high-profile divorce and suicide affair. Her mother-in-law forbids Larita to attend a Whittaker party. The young woman pulls off a coup by attending the festivities anyway. There she meets up with her first husband’s lawyer, who assures her that she can get a quiet divorce if she does not stand up for her rights. The second separation is finalized, but with journalists recognizing her as the defendant in the famous “Filton scandal,” Larita is once again the prey of photographers as she leaves the courtroom.





GENESIS AND CASTING


March 1927: With his contract with Alfred Hitchcock due to expire in June, producer Michael Balcon put his protégé to work nonstop.


Two Birds with One Stone


At the end of March, the filmmaker headed for the Côte d’Azur to kill two birds with one stone. On the one hand, he shot the final images of Downhill, filming actor Ivor Novello on the rooftop of a hotel in Nice. On the other, he shot the exteriors for Easy Virtue. It is hardly surprising, then, that these two silent features have many actors in common. For example, Isabel Jeans, seen as a fickle wife in Downhill, played the lead role in Easy Virtue. She moved to Hollywood in 1937, where she was reunited with Hitchcock for Suspicion (1941).


The Plot Before the Plot


Easy Virtue is adapted from the play of the same name by prominent young playwright Noël Coward. However, the stage play, which begins with the arrival of the newlyweds at the Whittaker home, only provides material for the second half of the film. In its first forty minutes, the Hitchcock version shows events that are merely referred to in the play’s dialogue: the news item leading to the heroine’s divorce, then her remarriage during a stay on the Côte d’Azur. Coward, who had met Hitchcock at the start of the project but had not collaborated on the screenplay, took no issue with these changes. The two men remained friends for a long time, and twenty years later, the playwright was one of the personalities invited to the set of Rope (1948) to help promote the technical challenge of this unusual shoot.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


While Noël Coward’s play is a corrosive comedy of manners, Hitchcock delivered a darker work, emphasizing the hypocrisy of upright English society, reluctant to accommodate a free-spirited woman.


Scandal!


The story begins with the painter’s suicide, a kind of mini crime film inserted in flashback within a trial sequence.


This latter sequence enables Hitchcock to add a theme absent from the play: the denunciation of the excesses of the tabloid press. On leaving court, the heroine has to run the gauntlet of the flashbulbs of predatory reporters. Later, her fear of having her past revealed is symbolized by superimposed or close-up shots of a camera. Finally, the film’s conclusion is entirely different from that of the play, where the curtain falls as the heroine leaves the Whittakers’ social gathering. In Hitchcock’s film, we return to the first scene: Larita attends the trial of her second divorce and, despite her precautions, is once again harassed by journalists.


Deadly Purpose


During their discussions in the early 1960s, Hitchcock told Truffaut that the worst intertitle he had ever written was the one that closes Easy Virtue, when the heroine calls out to the photographers: “Shoot, there’s nothing left to kill!” However, despite its emphatic nature, this card inaugurates a recurrent theme throughout the filmmaker’s work: the equating of the photographic lens to an instrument of death. In Foreign Correspondent (1940), for example, a diplomat is assassinated in a crowd by a bogus journalist holding a pistol against his camera.


RECEPTION


Easy Virtue was a huge commercial failure, which critics attributed to its artificial depiction of the characters’ social milieu. But while the film is indeed a rather bombastic melodrama, it nonetheless contains the seeds of two of the director’s major works.


A Stranger in Her Own Home


The initial situation—a young wife isolated in a foreign home—was developed further in Rebecca (1939), which also begins with a hurried marriage on the Côte d’Azur, and in Notorious (1946). In the latter, Ingrid Bergman’s character also falls victim to the tabloid press and is confronted by a mother-in-law who, as in Easy Virtue, draws up her austere silhouette at the top of a monumental staircase.


So even Hitchcock’s most minor films contain elements essential to an understanding of his work.




Where Is Hitchcock?


Some may think that they recognize the filmmaker in the tennis game scene. Sitting on the edge of the court, Larita makes John’s acquaintance when he comes to her to apologize after she has been struck by a ball. Just before the incident, a man walks past actress Isabel Jeans to leave the courts. Is it Hitchcock?







Freeze Frame


When Larita telephones John to give him the answer to his marriage proposal, Hitchcock dispenses with dialogue cards… and even images of the two involved! The scene consists of a fixed shot of a switchboard operator listening to the conversation; her facial expressions let the viewer know that the proposal has been accepted.







Freeze Frame


At the very beginning of the film, the courtroom is shown from the judge’s point of view, then the magistrate’s monocle enters the frame, so that the lawyer’s face appears magnified as if by a magnifying glass. The shot is seamless, courtesy of a trick invented by Hitchcock. To create a sharp image with full depth, he had a giant replica of the monocle built, then replaced the glass with a mirror. The actor playing the lawyer is placed behind the camera, while an understudy in the distance represents him in the long shot.


















1927





The Ring


[image: image]


[image: image] Great Britain


[image: image] 1 h 29 (20 images/second)


[image: image] Black and White


[image: image] Silent


[image: image] 1.33:1


Production Dates: July–August 1927


Release Date in Great Britain: October 1, 1927


Production: British International Pictures


Producer: John Maxwell


Based on an original story by Alfred Hitchcock


Screenplay: Alfred Hitchcock, Eliot Stannard, Walter C. Mycroft


Director of Photography: Jack E. Cox


Visual Effects: W. Percy Day, Fortunino Matania


Assistant Director: Frank Mills


Art Direction: C. Wilfred Arnold


Continuity: Alma Reville


Starring: Carl Brisson (Jack Sander, known as “One Round Jack”), Lillian Hall-Davis (Mabel), Ian Hunter (Bob Corby), Forrester Harvey (James Ware, the promoter), Harry Terry (the showman), Gordon Harker (Jack’s trainer), Eugene Corri (referee), Charles Farrell (the second), Clare Greet (the fortune-teller), Tom Helmore (a spectator), Minnie Rayner (boxing contestant’s wife), Billy Wells (the boxer), Brandy Walker (a spectator)…


“[In The Ring,] marriage is depicted as one long fight divided into a series of rounds that comprise a long struggle.”


Donald Spoto, Hitchcock biographer


SYNOPSIS


Jack is a fairground boxer, a well-built man who challenges anyone to last more than one round against him. An elegant stranger, susceptible to the charm of Jack’s fiancée, Mabel, takes up the gauntlet and, to everyone’s surprise, wins with a knockout. He is in fact Bob Corby, Australian heavyweight champion. To keep Mabel close to him, Bob offers Jack the chance to become his sparring partner and protégé. Bob secretly gives the young woman a snake-shaped bracelet and kisses her. Jack, surrounded by his fairground friends, marries Mabel and wins victory after victory but suffers more and more from the irresistible attraction his wife feels for his rival. His trainer, however benevolent, proves powerless to reassure him. So much so that on the very night Jack wins his title match, the couple quarrel violently and separate. On the day of the big fight at the Royal Albert Hall between Jack and Bob, the hall is packed and overheated. The outcome is uncertain for a long time, but Jack, spotting Mabel sitting in the opponent’s camp, lets his guard down and almost gets beaten. Moved to see him in distress, and rediscovering her feelings for her husband, she sides with him and gives him the strength to put Bob down. Loving and appeased, the young woman finally discards the bracelet given to her by her lover and leaves the jewel at ringside. Bob, more seducer than lover, seems to have come to his senses, ready for a new conquest.





GENESIS


In June 1927, having just finished shooting Easy Virtue, Alfred Hitchcock left Gainsborough Pictures and Michael Balcon, with whom he had made his first five films, to join British International Pictures (BIP).


The Early Days of British International Pictures


BIP was founded by John Maxwell, a Scottish-born barrister and a businessman at heart: Operator of a circuit of cinemas, then distributor (Wardour Films), in 1927 he took over the Elstree Studios (in Hertfordshire, north of London) and modernized them. Above all, he founded BIP with the intention of taking advantage of the impending Cinematograph Films Act, a protectionist law passed in December 1927, which introduced quotas to favor national productions to the detriment of American competition. The perverse effect of this policy was to encourage the rapid release of many cheap, mediocre films (“quota quickies”), an effect from which Hitchcock’s own productions were not entirely immune (Champagne, 1928; Juno and the Paycock, 1929). John Maxwell, who recruited the fashionable director in the hope that his talent would help him penetrate the overseas market, produced a total of eleven Hitchcock films between 1927 and 1932, from The Ring to Number Seventeen.


The newly formed BIP offered Hitchcock a better salary: The press of the time exaggeratedly quoted £17,000 for four films a year, but it was more like £13,000. Either way, at the age of twenty-eight, Hitchcock became England’s highest-paid director. This change was also supposed to give him greater creative freedom, a promise that would prove true at least with The Ring, his first film made in this context.


Boxing and Behind the Scenes


Even before joining BIP, Hitchcock had an idea for a story: a sentimental intrigue set in the world of boxing. The young man knew the world of boxing fairly well, since he was a fan of fights, notably at London’s Royal Albert Hall. But he was less interested in the sport itself than in what went on behind the scenes, using his gift for observation, as always, to capture “glimpses” in his film. For example, the spectators in the front rows were dressed as if at the opera to enjoy a brutal and popular spectacle, or the superstitious custom of pouring the contents of a bottle of champagne over the boxer’s head before the thirteenth round.


Right from the start of the writing, Hitchcock also played subtly with his title. The Ring refers both to the place where the boxers fight and to the circular structure of a plot that begins and ends with a fight between the same two opponents, but also to the wedding ring, symbolizing the vow of fidelity at the heart of the film.


A Little Helping Hand


The screenplay was written almost exclusively by the director. However, his regular scriptwriter, Eliot Stannard, unofficially lent him a hand, as did Walter C. Mycroft, whom Hitchcock had known since his days at the Film Society film club; this former Evening Standard critic had recently become head of the script department at British International Pictures. By early summer 1927, the whole story was ready, including the cutting. It was the first film produced by BIP and Hitchcock’s first original screenplay—one without a murder or anyone falsely accused.


CASTING


The Ring was a first in an additional way. Claude L. McDonnell, the cinematographer on Hitchcock’s two previous films, withdrew after the production refused him a pay raise. The director recruited John Jaffray Cox, known as Jack Cox, a young but already experienced cameraman, and made him his cinematographer. Described by future director Michael Powell as quick to set up his lights, “kind and genial,” Cox would be involved in over a hundred films during his career. But years after his last collaboration with Hitchcock, it’s still the Master he’ll always remember for his quick wit, his astonishing and stimulating visual ideas, his taste for a job well done. Together, they were responsible for the ten films the director made for BIP as well as The Lady Vanishes in 1938.


Popular Actors


At liberty this time to hire the actors of his choice, Hitchcock recruited Carl Brisson for the role of Jack “One Round,” an authentic Danish boxer who made his real acting debut in The Ring. Ian Hunter, who played the rival, Bob, was originally from South Africa. After Downhill and Easy Virtue in the same year, 1927, this was his third and most important role in a Hitchcock film. Lillian Hall-Davis, an English silent film star appreciated by Hitchcock even more for her vivacity in life than on a film set (although she committed suicide in 1933), played a character that was to recur in the filmmaker’s work: that of the woman caught between two men. Above all, Hitchcock offered his film debut to a colorful stage actor, Gordon Harker. Hitchcock was so pleased with Harker’s phlegmatic demeanor that he cast him in his next two films, as well as giving him an appearance in Elstree Calling (1929). Harker was the epitome of the cockney, the working-class Londoner (like the director) whose slang, accent, and humor made him stand out. Furthermore, Harker had a memorable face. He looked as though he was straight out of the suburbs, precisely the people Hitchcock hoped would come to see his films.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Right from the opening, The Ring sets the scene and asserts its style as a series of short shots of a funfair—reconstructed on the grounds of the Elstree Studios. Its attractions included images of a crowd of surprised onlookers (so many extras) and a close-up of a barker’s mouth…


From Life


Hitchcock had a keen eye for the picturesque, expressive, even grotesque details, with many portraits and caricatures taken from life. The beginning of the film, and throughout, is full of visual discoveries that give The Ring, a fictional film for the general public, a taste of the avant-garde: distorted or stretched images, short cuts, reflections and mirrors, and plays with the off-screen, as in the gag of a fight so fast that the camera, instead of following the amateur boxer into the ring, waits for him in his corner, knowing in advance that he will soon reappear in a sorry state.


In Church


Jack and Mabel’s wedding scene is just one example of the young director’s mastery of cinematographic language in the final years of the silent era. He begins by parading Jack’s friends and witnesses into the church nave, all of them from the fairground world: his noisy boss, his hair slicked back, obviously entering the place for the first time in his life; Siamese twins, one of whom wants to sit on the left and the other on the right; a dwarf followed by a giant… This is a strange parade (“Hitchcock saw himself as a monster” [“Hitchcock se voyait comme un monstre”], said Truffaut), including a number of kindly freaks who foreshadow others in a crucial scene in Saboteur, made fifteen years later.


The Wedding Ring and the Bracelet


At the same time as sketching this droll, very human background, Hitchcock chisels out the moment of the exchange of vows between the bride and groom, the “wedding ring” sequence, under the amused gaze of the bride’s potential lover. As the smitten Jack places the ring on Mabel’s finger, the snake-shaped jewel, a gift from Bob, which she wears on her upper left arm, suddenly leaves its place and falls onto her wrist. The director brings the ring and bracelet together in the same close-up, two circles that contradict each other, a mismatch that expresses the young woman’s conflicting desires in a single image. Hitchcock played with this bracelet and its significance throughout the film, making it appear and disappear according to the situation and the repression or otherwise of Mabel’s sexual attraction to the other boxer. As a young married man writing and shooting The Ring, Hitchcock’s commentary on the sacred bonds of marriage is ambivalent, to say the least.


Technical Challenges


For the final showdown at the Royal Albert Hall, the director had to marshal all his know-how. For the first time in his career, he used a German special effect known as the “Schüfftan process,” which Fritz Lang had just used for Metropolis. This trompe-l’oeil technique uses a tilted, semi-reflective mirror to combine life-size bodies and scenery (the ring, the boxers, the front rows with real spectators) with a model (“dummy” spectators painted on the mirror) in the same shot, to create the impression of a single reality through a forced perspective. In this way, Hitchcock creates the illusion of a packed house at minimum cost.


At the climax of the fight between the two rivals, Hitchcock finds a way to represent the moment of the knockout from the point of view of the boxer about to hit the mat: blurred shots, a play with the dancing lines of the ropes, a downward camera movement to represent the fighter’s collapse, large halos of light in place of the overhanging ring lights. The combination of the director and the new cinematographer worked wonders, and Jack Cox became renowned precisely for his ability to create “in-camera” blurs, cross-fades, and superimpositions. Decades later, Hitchcock would still remember that, at the dress rehearsal for The Ring, a montage sequence—undoubtedly the knockout sequence—was applauded. Another first for the director.


RECEPTION


Hitchcock, who liked The Ring, later commented that the film did not make any money but that it was a success in its own right. It was an understatement, to say the least, given the English press’s national pride and joy in the director and the film.


Unanimous


The Bioscope declared, “This is the most magnificent British film ever made.” It published a double-page spread of all the praise in the press and addressed Hitchcock directly, urging him, on behalf of an industry that owed him a debt of gratitude, to maintain such quality and to continue working in his native country (October 6, 1927). The Western Morning News (October 3) considered The Ring the best riposte to those who might claim that good films are not made in England. In the Guardian (November 9), the journalist praised the humor of certain situations and the inventiveness of the staging. The Times (November 22) in particular praised the opening scene at the fair and, on the whole, a film that stood head and shoulders above current productions. For the Sunday Express, “the film is significant mainly because Hitchcock himself is significant.”


Obsessions


The Ring retains intact its formal qualities and the sense of detail that constantly enhances the conventions of the plot—a poignant interrogation of the “joys of matrimony” and the temptation of adultery. Furthermore, the film displays a very Hitchcockian obsession with original sin (the snake bracelet) and the quest for redemption. For example, as Jack sits in the corner of the ring, groggy, his face streaming with water, sweat, and blood, his hair forming a kind of crown of thorns, Mabel is at his side, as if at the foot of the Cross. It is only at the price of such suffering that his long ordeal will come to an end. Even as a young man, Hitchcock was already observing the eternal turmoil of the human condition with both humor and concern.




Freeze Frame


One night, when Mabel comes home particularly late, Jack, her husband, makes a scene. The tension between them escalates to the point where he rips off the strap of her evening gown, revealing her slip and part of her body. Shocked and furious, the wife has an unexpected and revealing reflex: facing her husband, she covers herself with the portrait of her lover and, thus “dressed,” walks to the door, through which she disappears. In this way, Mabel violently displays her preference. But on the scale of the film, more than the choice of one or the other, the young woman is above all excited by the repeated spectacle of two men fighting over her.







For Hitchcock Addicts


The couple’s handsome London apartment bears witness to their upward social mobility, due to Jack’s success in the ring and his wife’s new acquaintances. The main room is a vast living room, with a large bay window at the back overlooking the city lights. This bay window and night view of houses and neon signs foreshadowed, twenty years ahead of time, the unique set of Rope (1948) and its spectacular panorama of New York City, also entirely re-created in the studio.







The Third Man


It was the real Eugene Corri (c. 1857–1933) who in 1907 broke the tie in the final bout and was reputed to have refereed from inside the ring rather than sitting outside it. He would have been the “third man” in some one thousand matches over the course of his career, including the famous Dempsey versus Carpentier match (1921). A boxer himself in his youth, author of several books on the art of pugilism, he was also known for his elegance—in The Ring, he officiates in a tuxedo—and his passion for cigars.
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