



[image: Cover: The Science of Alfred Hitchcock: The Truth Behind Psycho, The Birds, North by Northwest, and Other Legendary Films by The Master of Suspense by Meg Hafdahl & Kelly Florence.]









i

[image: Title Page: The Science of Alfred Hitchcock: The Truth Behind Psycho, The Birds, North by Northwest, and Other Legendary Films by The Master of Suspense by Meg Hafdahl & Kelly Florence. Published by Skyhorse Publishing.]









ii

Copyright © 2025 by Meg Hafdahl and Kelly Florence


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


ISBN: 978-1-5107-7964-8


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-7965-5


Printed in the United States of America









iii

To all the teachers who inspired us, encouraged us, and supported us throughout our lives.









vii



Introduction





In an episode of Alfred Hitchcock Presents, the legendary director, host of the show, quipped, “I think everyone enjoys a nice murder, provided he’s not the victim.” This philosophy got Alfred Hitchcock far. It was his darkly comic take on suspense, his cheeky public persona, and, most important, his tenacious auteurism that made for an unforgettable career. While Hitchcock made enemies along his path (you’ll learn about some of them in this book), he also endeared the world to him, with his wit, style, and unique ability to make us both laugh and scream. When the studio and film-rating heads were horrified by too much skin in the shower scene in Psycho, Hitchcock pretended to reedit it, fooling them into thinking he’d taken out some of Janet Leigh’s nude body. He hadn’t. They believed him, and the movie is cinematic history. When the National Park Service was furious over a fictional murder and hi-jinks happening at a reconstructed Mount Rushmore in North by Northwest, the director went ahead with, again, one of the most legendary moments in film. Sometimes we need a hero who’s willing to ruffle a few feathers. And Alfred Hitchcock was certainly that man. But he was also loyal to many actors and colleagues, and he made sure his wife, Alma, was by his side, approving many of his decisions.


Like all the books in our The Science of… series, we delve into the inner workings of not only the artist but also the art itself. We examine the psychology in thrillers such as Rear Window and Marnie, as well as biology, chemistry, and so much more. Plus, we are true fans of Alfred Hitchcock and his films, having been watching his efforts since we were little girls. It’s a true honor to research his life, his influences, and the inspirations that were the catalyst for some of our favorite thrillers.


With a keen eye and an unwavering imagination, Alfred Hitchcock led the moviegoing public into the twentieth century. Now, follow us as viwe learn about the man, the myth, and the legend together, as well as the fascinating science behind his films.


We are aware of the accusations made against Alfred Hitchcock. We do not condone or make excuses for this behavior. We have included mention of it in this book.
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Chapter One The Lodger






A baby is born on August 13th, 1899, in the rented flat above his father’s grocery on the outskirts of London. He is the youngest child of Emma and William, little brother to Ellen “Nellie” and William Jr. We’ll cut out the suspense and tell you this baby grows up to be known as one of cinema’s most revered filmmakers, the “Master of Suspense” himself.


Alfred Hitchcock’s legacy is rooted in the horror and mystery genres, in which he proved adept at not only scaring his audiences but also delighting and thrilling them. As we’ve come to understand as horror aficionados, many people question what leads a person to pursue art that explores darker themes in life. Hitchcock found the answer in his childhood, in which his loving but strict parents would dole out rather extreme punishments. Hitchcock often recounted one incident to friends and interviewers: “William Hitchcock reportedly taught his son a lesson at a tender age, sending Alfred off to the local police station with a note that said the boy had been naughty. The policeman locked him in a cell, telling him, ‘This is what we do to naughty boys.’ Hitchcock said he always remembered the clang of the door, ‘which was the potent thing—the sound, and the solidity of that closing cell door and the bolt.’”1 After about five or ten minutes, the officer let little Alfred go, forever traumatizing him. Hitchcock claimed to be afraid of police and prisons into his adulthood.




Having a fear of the police is also known as capiophobia, from the Latin word capio, meaning “arrest,” and the Greek phobos, for “fear.” Like most phobias, this fear can be treated with mental-health therapy, medications, or a combination of the two.2





2Although this story could explain, in part, why Hitchcock became a purveyor of plots centered on crime and suspicion, many question if it even happened. His sister, Nellie, remembered her brother’s brief incarceration, but over the years Alfred Hitchcock’s telling of the incident changed. He would tell interviewers and friends different versions; in some he was aged four, whereas he told others he was closer to eleven. Perhaps that is the sign of a genius filmmaker—someone who knows how to enhance a story for maximum effect.


Raised in a devout Catholic household, Hitchcock was educated in religious schools and had many memories of Sunday Mass with his family. Thanks to William Hitchcock’s successful grocery (and two fish-and-chips shops), Alfred and his siblings grew up with creature comforts, like books. A particular favorite was Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Alfred Hitchcock became entranced with its suspenseful storytelling. Perhaps it was the books of his youth that compelled Alfred, known as “Alfie” to his friends, to choose an adventurous course of career. At twelve years old, having graduated from his formal religious education, Hitchcock chose to go to school to be a navigator. Through courses such as magnetism and chemistry, he became well versed in engineering.


As you might have guessed, navigation and engineering didn’t end up holding great appeal for Hitchcock. Following two profound moments in his young life—the death of his father from a heart condition when Alfie was only fifteen and the devastation of London in World War I—Alfred chose another avenue: art.


Hitchcock changed his career trajectory by signing up for art classes at Goldsmiths College, a progressive branch of London University. He was tasked to sketch people in the real world, giving him his first taste of using visual art to tell human stories.


According to Hitchcock scholar Patrick McGilligan, “It was at Goldsmiths that Hitchcock first began to pay attention to the history and principles of art: composition, depth of field, the uses of color, shadow and light. He began to frequent art galleries and museums, especially entranced by the French moderns. Art courses sharpened his interest in theater and film. Hitchcock now became an inveterate ‘first-nighter’ and the West End plays he saw during the years before he entered the 3film industry and in the 1920s made a lasting impression.”3 One of those plays was The Lodger, which would later be adapted to the silver screen and become Alfred Hitchcock’s first released film.


In 1921, because of his background in art at Goldsmiths College, Hitchcock was offered a position at British Famous Players–Lasky as head of the art title department. As he recalled, “They offered me seven pounds a week, but I insisted that was too much, asked for less and told them to give me a raise if it worked out later.”4 We’re going to guess Hitchcock went on to make a much higher salary!


Rising in the ranks at the studio, Alfred Hitchcock directed three silent films before The Lodger, two of which had been shelved. Before The Lodger, his film The Pleasure Garden was released in 1925. Though it marks his first feature-length film, it doesn’t hold the same trademark dark content and suspense as The Lodger.


Although Hitchcock had a few films under his belt, the studio perceived him as inexperienced, so Famous Players–Lasky (in partnership with Gainsborough Pictures) hired a more seasoned editor, Ivor Montagu, to reedit The Lodger. In a 1980 article for Sight and Sound magazine, Montagu recounted his initial reaction to The Lodger: “They ran the film, with which at once I fell enthusiastically in love. Now, the hackneyed treatment of the plot and a weakness in characterization make it look primitive. Then, by contrast with the work of his seniors and contemporaries, all Hitch’s special qualities stood out raw: the narrative skill, the ability to tell the story and create the tension in graphic combination, and the feeling for London scenes and characters.”5 “Hitch” was an obvious talent from the start.


The Lodger: A Story of the London Fog is based on the 1913 novel The Lodger, by British writer and vocal suffragist Marie Belloc Lowndes. Often compared to her more well-known contemporary Agatha Christie, Lowndes wrote on similar themes of murder, mystery, and intrigue. The suspenseful plot of the novel translated well on film; it was first adapted by Hitchcock in 1927, as well as three more times by other directors, most recently in 2009. We guess murder never goes out of style.


The Lodger is considered the first book to be inspired by the unsolved Whitechapel case of 1888, or more notably known as the Jack the Ripper 4murders. (If you want to know more about Jack’s reign of terror, pick up a copy of our 2021 book The Science of Serial Killers.) We were able to watch The Lodger on YouTube, which we’ll assume is not how Hitchcock would’ve preferred we screen his first film. If we were alive in 1927, we would’ve dressed in our best to attend The Lodger. It would’ve been shown in a theater that was constructed to look like its European counterparts, full of lush seating, velvet drapes, and gold accents. While the first silent films in the 1910s were indeed silent, over the next decade live music accompanied films. In 1927 any number of instruments, from organs to full orchestras, could’ve been set up to play along with the movie. For American Symphony, John Pruitt described the fad:




From a strictly musical point of view, the trend towards a complex and sensitive approach to film accompaniment was, not surprisingly, a gradual, evolutionary process. The first projected films (i.e., not the “peep shows”) were accompanied by a solo piano player who usually improvised, often mixing snatches of popular songs and passages from “the classics.” Eventually, films were distributed with published cue sheets suggesting what the piano player (or possibly an organist) would ideally perform in this same “checkerboard” fashion. By the 1920s, a major film released in a large city might be accompanied by a full orchestra, but since orchestras can’t improvise, complete scores became a necessity. Yet again, these were most often a mixture of current hit tunes and classical favorites. Conductors who specialized in cinematic accompaniment would compile the scores and usually compose original “bridge” material themselves since synchronization was an immense tricky problem.6





This partnership of music and cinema brought theater, opera, and ballet patrons a new way to enjoy entertainment—the same magical storytelling still sought one hundred years later, thanks to famous movie composers like John Williams, Danny Elfman, and Holly Amber Church, whom we interview in chapter fifteen. As we touch on through this book, the iconic music of Alfred Hitchcock’s films endures, even if we couldn’t 5fully appreciate the grandeur of live music as we watched The Lodger on our iPads.


One special note that many Hitchcock fans have come to love about the iconic director: he makes his first cameo in The Lodger. Said to be inspired by filmmaker D. W. Griffith, Hitchcock is known to make small appearances in all his films. The silent The Lodger is no exception. Blink or you’ll miss his back to the camera. It’s not as memorable as his cameos in Psycho or The Birds, but it’s the first!


Now, to the science. In the opening sequence of the film, the police are seen giving a distraught eyewitness a sip of a beverage to calm her nerves. Why does this work? First, offering a sip of water or other liquid can serve as a distraction in the moment. It takes effort to shift focus and drink and this slows down a person’s breathing. Second, water has been proven to reduce anxiety, lower depression, and increase happiness. A 2015 study found that dehydration affects mood, fatigue, and levels of alertness.7 Try taking a sip of water the next time you’re feeling anxious, and see if it helps!


The closeup shots of people reacting to the news of the murder in The Lodger clearly show the fear and shock on their faces. Why are some emotions so easy to read? Wherever we are born on the planet, we all share the same primary emotions: fear, happiness, sadness, disgust, surprise, and anger. As infants, we naturally display these feelings, and, if we are emotionally and socially intelligent, we are able to read these emotions in others. It’s not until we get older that we are taught to emphasize or hide certain facial expressions. For example, you may be taught from a young age to pretend to like the food you’re given when visiting someone’s house or feign happiness when receiving a gift, perhaps hiding your true feelings. In some cultures, kids are encouraged not to show anger or sadness openly, but in others they are scolded for showing too much happiness. Clearly, especially in the silent-movie era, showing emotions openly is important for the actors to get the message across to the audience.


The serial killer in The Lodger has a type: blonde women. Have serial killers targeted people with specific traits in the past? Ted Bundy, whom we wrote about in The Science of Serial Killers (2021), was known to go after 6young, brunette women, and the “Son of Sam,” David Berkowitz, was fixated on attractive women with long, dark hair. Experts believe serial killers share common traits, including “sensation seeking, a lack of remorse or guilt, impulsivity, the need for control, and predatory behavior.”8 Although many killers in media have been portrayed as charming and manipulative, it’s important to note that not all share the same characteristics.


In The Lodger, as the news gets out about the killer targeting blondes, one of the models declares, “No more peroxide for yours truly!” How does peroxide work? According to the website StyleCraze, hydrogen peroxide tones down or lightens natural hair color by oxidizing the hair pigment (melanin) and keratin (the hair’s structural protein).9 Although bleaching or dying hair seems fairly common these days, it surprised us to learn that evidence exists that people have been coloring their hair since 1500 BCE! Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans used items like henna and plant extracts to darken their locks. Around 300 BCE hair color was used to signify rank and profession, and it was used to intimidate on the battlefield.10 It wasn’t until the 1800s that a chemist, William Henry Perkin, made an accidental discovery that remains a staple of hair dyes to this day. While trying to cure malaria, Perkin created the first synthesized dye in which a color-changing molecule was derived. By synthesizing quinine, it created a mauve-hued substance. The color, named mauveine, went on to be patented by Perkin and was popular in fashion for several years during this time.11




In 1931 Howard Hughes released a film called Platinum Blonde, titled to promote and capitalize on the hair color of the young star Jean Harlow. Many fans quickly followed suit, dyeing their hair to match Harlow’s.12





When the mysterious lodger shows up to the property in the film, he appears to be ill at ease. Noises frighten him, and he seems annoyed at things happening around him. While we learn later that he has a past 7and a plan of his own that he’s concentrating on, some might interpret his actions as cold. Even though these are writing, directing, and acting choices, real conditions affect people’s interpretation of their surroundings. Sensory processing disorder (SPD) affects how the brain processes sensory information. Too much noise, bright lights, and excessive visual stimuli can all be disruptive to those with SPD. Strong scents, tastes, and even textures can affect people as well. According to the National Institute of Health, an estimated 5 percent to 16.5 percent of the general population has symptoms associated with sensory processing disorder.13 If you or someone you know is showing signs of SPD, it’s important to work with an occupational therapist to gain skills to help cope. Having a quiet place or a time set aside to avoid stimuli is also recommended.


Before the discovery of the Avenger’s eighth murder in The Lodger, Daisy’s parents are seen yawning back and forth. Speculations about yawning have been debated since the days of Hippocrates, who believed yawning was related to having a fever. In modern times, scientists have concluded that it is a normal human behavior that we can’t control. A professor of obstetrics discovered that the human fetus yawns during its first trimester in the womb!14 We tend to yawn when we feel sleepy or bored, but it’s more of a signal to our brains to stay alert. Why does yawning seem to be contagious? One theory is the phenomenon known as echopraxia in which we see a certain behavior and mimic it. This also explains how certain emotions can be contagious. We may mirror someone’s silly, giddy mood and get the giggles ourselves, while other days, someone’s snarky attitude puts us in a bad mood. Hopefully the mystery, romance, and surprises put you in a good mood after reading about The Lodger or at least intrigued you enough to read on.









9



Chapter Two Blackmail






Before Alfred Hitchcock transitioned to screenwriting and directing, he made a splash in the art department of Famous Players–Lasky. He’d had experience creating visuals for the W. T. Henley’s Telegraph Works Company’s advertising, where he’d been employed for five years. It was his work in ads and his art portfolio that impressed the studio heads. This led to his designing of intertitle cards for a dozen silent films. “Silent film intertitles were the written texts that were placed on the screen to help the audience connect and understand the action taking place. … They were text that would intercut the action on the screen to deliver pertinent information about the film’s plot or action to the audience.”1 Some intertitles were plain—think black-and-white text—while others had decorative flourishes that artists like Hitchcock would design. Unfortunately, these twelve films, including titles like Three Live Ghosts (1922) and The Spanish Jade (1922), are tough to find in streaming, as many silent films weren’t preserved properly. In America, there are known to be over seven thousand lost silent films from 1912 to 1929 due to improper storage, neglect, or other factors.2




To become a film archivist, you’ll need to obtain a bachelor’s degree, gain experience through internships, and get a master’s degree in archival studies or library science for advancement.3





10After his stint creating intertitles, Hitchcock then went on to be the art director of six films in the early 1920s, several years before he directed The Lodger. He often filled in other roles, such as assistant directing or adapting novels to the screen. But many believe it was his time spent in art direction that made for his incredible ability to create such stunning compositions on film. In his piece for Print, Hitchcock biographer Donald Spoto wrote, “Hitchcock’s keen eye for detail, his understanding of the components of a powerful visual image and his strong sense of composition and design were instantly recognized and sharpened his desire to direct his own feature.”4 Because of his experience in so many aspects of filmmaking, Hitchcock was able to have step-by-step control from script to storyboard to camera. Whereas other directors often allowed designers to create, Hitchcock was known to have every aspect of the scene already planned. His process was outlined by Spoto: “When shooting script and storyboard are complete and casting concluded, Hitchcock begins conferences with costume and set designer, art director and set dresser, composer, and credit designer. ‘It’s all in the script, dear Edith,’ (Hitchcock) remarked to Edith Head, who has designed costumes for many of his films. The shooting script for Vertigo (1958)—arguably his masterpiece—specifically states that Kim Novak is to be dressed in a pale gray suit so that, with her blonde hair, ‘she looks as if she just stepped out of the San Francisco fog.’”5


Now, let’s rewind the clock back to before Hitchcock was an icon, when he was still getting his feet proverbially wet in filmmaking. Blackmail is his first picture with sound, although he shot it as a silent film. In 1929, movies were transitioning into talkies. Because sound was a new technology, not all theaters were equipped, so there are two versions of Blackmail: one with the classic intertitles and one with dialogue. If you were a moviegoer in the late twenties, where you lived and how sophisticated the theater was would dictate which version of Blackmail you saw. The one with dialogue is the one we were able to watch on the streamer Plex, and we were pleased with how well preserved the film is. It is easy to pick up on the silent-film conventions of acting style, exposition, and more in Blackmail because it was originally intended to not have sound. When it became clear that talkies were the new wave, the studio 11had Hitchcock reshoot scenes with dialogue. This proved challenging because the film’s star, Anny Ondra, was a Czech actress with a strong accent that didn’t match her British character, Alice White, girlfriend to a detective at the Scotland Yard. Therefore, Ondra was tasked with mouthing the words, while British actress Joan Barry recorded the sound. This odd amalgam of silent and talkie is described by Fritzi Kramer on the blog Movies Silently:




Part-talkies have not aged well because they come off as the stop-gap cash grab that they were. Adding a reel or two of sound to an otherwise silent film allowed producers to bill the film as a “talking picture” without completely reshooting it. However, the technique also left lurching celluloid Frankenstein monsters that are not particularly enjoyable to fans of either silents or early talkies. Hitchcock produced something a little more sophisticated instead. It’s not a complete talkie but it’s not a part-talkie either. Some scenes play silent with synchronized sound and no intertitles, which creates a surreal atmosphere. Other scenes were completely reworked with sound in mind and rather cleverly too.6





Even though it didn’t start out that way, Blackmail became the first British film to have the honor as a full talking picture.




Contemporary silent films include Tuvalu (1999) and The Artist (2011), which won Best Picture at the Academy Awards.





As you might’ve guessed from the title, Blackmail holds all the intrigue, crime, and suspense that would later become Alfred Hitchcock’s signature. It’s the story of a jilted girlfriend, Alice, who makes the fateful mistake of joining Mr. Crewe, played by Cyril Ritchard, up to his artist’s studio. Unfortunately, it becomes clear to Alice, and to the audience, 12that Mr. Crewe has more than art on his mind. The dread is palpable as he continues to make unwanted sexual overtures toward Alice, when, finally, as she tries to escape, he attempts to rape her. Honestly, we were a bit taken aback by the frankness of the scene, considering the film is nearly one hundred years old. As mentioned in Alfred Hitchcock: A Life in Darkness and Light, this is only the beginning of a topic that will work its way into much of his work: “Hitchcock envisioned Blackmail as a splendid pretext to exploring the primal commingling of sex and violence that he had already marked as his territory in The Lodger.”7


Alice defends herself from Mr. Crewe with a nearby knife (go Alice!), which leaves the scoundrel dead. We watch as Alice goes into shock at what has occurred, both the trauma of the assault and the death sending her into a numb sort of hysteria. Hitchcock spends time on this aftermath, drawing out the suspense. The next morning, at breakfast, Alice is asked to cut the bread with a strikingly similar knife, which evokes another rise of panic that Hitchcock masterfully depicts using sound (the repetition of the word knife) and a close-up on Alice as she is awash in panic.


As the title denotes, there’s a witness (Donald Calthrop) to the crime who attempts to blackmail Alice and her detective boyfriend. Without giving the plot away, we’ll say he made a grave error by doing this.




We were delighted to see that Alfred Hitchcock makes one of his famous cameos in Blackmail, especially since he looks so young! At only thirty, Hitchcock is certainly recognizable, yet with a bit more hair on top! He sits on a train, while a little boy (Jacque Carter) bothers him by messing with his hat. It’s a nice spot of comical whimsy within a rather serious film.





13Like many films of the era, Blackmail was based on a play. In 1928, Blackmail ran for nearly forty performances in the Globe Theatre in the West End of London, directed by actor Raymond Massey, who later starred in one of our favorite play-to-film adaptations, Arsenic and Old Lace (1944). The playwright, Charles Bennett, continued to collaborate with Alfred Hitchcock. He wrote such memorable Hitchcock films as The 39 Steps (1935) and Sabotage (1936). These opportunities led him to a successful screenwriting career, working with other esteemed directors like Cecil B. DeMille and earning him an Academy Award nomination for the script of Hitchcock’s spy-thriller Foreign Correspondent (1940).


The topics of sexual violence and self-defense still resonate today, as the play resurfaced in London at the Mercury Theatre in 2022. The modern version, enhanced by Mark Ravenhill, touched on other pertinent social issues, like the distrust of police. A reviewer for The Guardian pointed out that for the 2022 Blackmail, it’s not just Bennett’s play but also Hitchcock’s cinematic version that casts a shadow: “One smart design touch among many is the silhouette of a ghostly nightdress hanging in a window, evoking the image of Anny Ondra in the film.”8


While most critics praised the mixture of sound and silence in Hitchcock’s film, we wanted to get a modern-day perspective on film criticism. We spoke to acclaimed critic Paul McGuire Grimes, who gave us an insight into how he views and reviews films:




Meg: Tell our readers about your background and how you became a film and television critic.


Paul McGuire Grimes: I grew up loving the movies and watched At the Movies with Siskel & Ebert religiously as a kid, taking notes in my notebook about which way their thumbs went. I never thought it would be a reality to be a film or television critic, but I knew I always wanted to be involved in the movies. I had a passion for acting, so I got a BFA in Music Theater from Viterbo University. Cut to many years later when I wasn’t working as an actor, so I started a movie review blog to share my love of movies. One thing led to another, and I reached out to KSTP about being 14the film critic on their daily lifestyle show Twin Cities Live. I did a screen test and have been featured on their show since 2014. I have since been featured on multiple radio stations like My Talk 107.1 and WCCO Radio, have interviewed A-list Hollywood actors and directors, and am a member of many critics guilds and am a Rotten Tomatoes–approved critic.


Kelly: What was your first experience with Hitchcock? Do you have a memory of seeing one of his films for the first time?


Paul McGuire Grimes: I don’t quite remember the first time I watched a Hitchcock film, but it’s safe to assume it was Psycho. That tends to be the gateway entry into appreciating Hitchcock’s films. It certainly is the most popular, dissected, quoted, referenced, or spoofed. Psycho is frequently featured on Scariest Movies of All Time lists thanks to the infamous shower scene and Bernard Herrmann’s shrieking violin score. My memories of watching Hitchcock films come later in life. The first time I saw The Birds on the big screen was for some anniversary screening, and the teens sitting next to me just laughed the entire time. Yes, Hitchcock had a wicked sense of humor, but I don’t believe these teens were laughing with Hitch; more so, they were laughing at the film. A better memory comes with seeing his films with my mom as part of the Minneapolis Hitchcock Festival. It’s a yearly series presented by the Trylon in partnership with the Riverview Theater and Heights Theater. My mom and I have attended many of these screenings, and it’s that type of bond and lasting memories that the movies can have on the audience.


Meg: What is your take on films like Hitchcock’s and how they are watched and critiqued today? Do you think it’s important we watch these works with a modern eye?


Paul McGuire Grimes: Alfred Hitchcock is a good example of someone who in today’s culture would be cancelled and dismissed by the industry. I bristle at even using those terms, but his treatment of his leading ladies, the Hitchcock Blondes, is widely known to be nefarious and inappropriate. There are two angles here. You can certainly view these films with a modern eye in 15terms of behind-the-scenes allegations and learning the history of how he treated his stars. The other angle is viewing the actual films with a modern eye to how Hitchcock executed the stories. He’s not called the master of suspense for nothing. He had a keen visual eye and would storyboard everything. He frequently had the whole movie mapped out in his head based on the original source material. One good example of this is for Rear Window. John Michael Hayes wrote the dialogue, but Hitchcock worked with him to flesh out the other elements of the screenplay based on the images he already had in place of what the sets and camera movements looked like. Hitchcock leaves clues in the images on screen and trusts the audience to put the pieces together. You could watch his films on silent and understand everything that’s going on based on the images alone.


Kelly: We agree!


Paul McGuire Grimes: It’s also fascinating to watch some of Hitchcock’s films featuring LGBTQ writers or themes. These films came at a time during the Hays Code (1934–1964) where there were strict guidelines on how sexuality or sexual persuasions could be presented on screen. Movies like Rebecca, Rope, and Strangers on a Train have been reanalyzed in recent years, specifically looking at the sexuality of its characters and how Hitchcock would leave subtle hints noting their sexuality without specifically stating it.


Meg: It’s so true! It makes us wonder how many audience members caught it on first viewing when the films were first released.


Paul McGuire Grimes: Modern audiences have a different idea and need when it comes to horror and suspense. Take a look at slashers, torture porn, and found-footage subgenres of horror. It seems like modern audiences thrive on shocking images, jump scares, copious amounts of blood, and torture with little character development needed. There’s no way that 2023’s The Exorcist: Believer could live up to the original film released fifty years ago, as filmmaking and audiences have changed. Even trying to replicate Hitchcock rarely works. Gus Van Sant’s shot by shot remake of Psycho (1998) flopped big time. Only Hitchcock can do Hitchcock.


16Kelly: As a critic, how do you go into watching a film for the first time? Do you do any research ahead of time or go in cold? Do you ever rewatch a piece of media before forming your final opinion?


Paul McGuire Grimes: I like going into a film cold. Some of the best moviegoing experiences I have are when I’m taking in a film without watching a trailer, without reading a review or seeing behind-the-scenes footage. I can experience a film with little to no preconceived notion of what I think it should be. I rarely watch trailers anymore, as they tend to give away too much or can be misleading.


Meg: We love going into a movie cold too!


Paul McGuire Grimes: I dive into my research after I’ve watched the movie to learn more about filmmaker intentions and how he worked with his cast and crew. You can learn a lot about storytelling by how they work with their cinematographers and the story they’re trying to tell with the images conveyed on screen. My reviews are based on first-time viewings. I love watching movies or television series multiple times to see how my opinion on them changes with different viewings. There are movies that I haven’t liked as much on second viewing and vice versa. Sometimes I appreciate a movie more on second viewing, as I go in with different expectations.


Kelly: That’s initially how our podcast, Horror Rewind, came about! We rewatched movies from our childhood to see if they lived up through the lens of today. We found that nostalgia played a big role in our memories of some of our favorite movies9.





Thank you to Paul McGuire Grimes for sharing his process of how he reviews films! He has inspired us to continue to avoid trailers and spoilers before viewing a film for the first time and to go in with an open mind.
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Chapter Three The 39 Steps






When England, and the entire world, was entrenched in the realities of World War I, Alfred Hitchcock was only a schoolboy of fifteen. His father died in late 1914 at only fifty-two, altering Hitchcock’s home life, while the devastation of war raged outside. He once told an interviewer that “the first time he experienced genuine fear—as opposed to the enjoyment of fear—came when enemy bombs dropped on London. He was home with other family members, and they all fell to the floor. His mother took refuge under a table and cowered there, murmuring prayers.”1


Naturally, the war left an impression on the youthful Hitchcock, who was rejected from the military. There is speculation that it was his already burgeoning weight that was the culprit of his dismissal, while others think it could be his glandular condition, and not the weight itself, that made him unable to be a soldier. Whatever the cause, Hitchcock didn’t let it stand in the way of his patriotism, as he joined the Royal Engineers in 1917 as a cadet. As a part of the Royal Engineers, Hitchcock would’ve participated in local marches, along with military drills.




In 2024 the top reasons for disqualification from the military include illegal drug use, alcohol dependence, not meeting height and or weight requirements, and certain law violations.2





The 39 Steps is a wartime film, steeped in the intrigue of international espionage. Based on the 1915 highly popular novel by John Buchan, The 39 Steps has been adapted for several films, TV shows, radio plays, and 18theater productions. There was even recent rumor it would be brought to Netflix starring Sherlock (2010–2017) and Doctor Strange (2016) star Benedict Cumberbatch.


The man at the center of the intrigue, Richard Hannay, goes on to be featured in four more novels by John Buchan, in one of the first examples of the man-on-the-run archetype. This prolonged suspense of Hannay being wanted for murder as he travels the globe is, of course, perfect for Alfred Hitchcock’s skill in bringing his audience to the edge of its seats. The film differs from the novel but still maintains the patriotism of Buchan’s work, as Hannay risks life and limb for his beloved England.


Unlike the lesser-known actors in Blackmail, stars of The 39 Steps, Robert Donat and Madeleine Carroll, had been in Hollywood films prior to their work with Hitchcock. British charmer Donat had just come off a major role in The Private Life of Henry the VIII (1933) and was in demand in the United States. After his turn as Richard Hannay, he would win the Academy Award for Best Actor for Goodbye, Mr. Chips in 1939. Yep, you read that right; he beat out Clark Gable in Gone with the Wind for that golden Oscar!


Like her costar, Madeleine Carroll’s star was rising, and with the help of The 39 Steps’s success she went on to be the first British actress to be offered a major American movie deal. Thanks to her deal at Paramount, Carroll was a leading lady with costars like Gary Cooper and Bob Hope.


The 39 Steps was an instant hit in Europe and across the pond. Even esteemed director Orson Welles was known to be a fan of the film, and it did well with average moviegoers too. A critic for the New York Times, Andre Sennwald, wrote at the film’s release, “There is a subtle feeling of menace on the screen all the time in Hitchcock’s low-slung, angled use of the camera. But the participants, both Hannay and his pursuers, move with a repressed excitement that adds significance to every detail of their behavior.”3


Many innovators are not appreciated in their time, but Alfred Hitchcock was impressing fellow directors, critics, and audiences alike. He continued his dominance in the field of spy films with the subsequent Secret Agent (1936), starring the familiar Madeleine Carroll. Next came British espionage thriller Sabotage (1936), in which a bomber has set 19his sights on London. This lifelong interest in spy thrillers would show itself over the next few decades with Hitchcock’s later films like Notorious (1946), Torn Curtain (1966), and, what some consider his masterpiece, 1959’s North by Northwest.


One of our most valued resources for researching Alfred Hitchcock is Hitchcock/Truffaut, a book by fellow revered filmmaker François Truffaut. Written in interview style, the book was first published in Truffaut’s native French in 1966. It’s a verbatim account of the two legendary filmmakers’ 1962 discussion of Hitchcock’s work.


François Truffaut (1932–1984) is known for his contribution to the French New Wave. “The explosion of creative innovation that emanated from France in the late 1950s and early ’60s forever altered the course of film history by opening up new avenues of stylistic experimentation and trumpeting the concept of the ‘auteur’ director, whose aesthetic vision and thematic obsessions took center stage.”4


Truffaut is best known for his film The 400 Blows (1959), which we both watched in our college film classes, as it is considered, perhaps, the most indelible example of the French New Wave phenomenon. Although he was not French, Alfred Hitchcock was an auteur becoming popular in the same era, thus heavily influencing Truffaut. In his conversational book, Truffaut asks Hitchcock numerous questions about filmmaking, with an eagerness we know we’d feel if given the chance. The following is an excerpt in which Truffaut points out Hitchcock’s style emerging in The 39 Steps:




Francois Truffaut: Incidentally, on re-seeing your version of The Thirty-Nine Steps, I realized that it’s approximately at this period that you began to take liberties with the scenarios, that is to attach less importance to the credibility of the plot, or at any rate, whatever necessary to sacrifice plausibility in favor of pure emotion.


Alfred Hitchcock: That’s right!


Francois Truffaut: For instance, when Robert Donat is leaving London, on the train, he runs into a series of disturbing incidents. At any rate, that’s the way he interprets what he sees. He thinks the two persons sitting opposite him in the train compartment 20are watching him from behind their papers. And when the train stops at a station, through the window, we see a policeman, standing at attention and staring straight at the camera. There are indications of danger everywhere; everything is seen as a threat. The deliberate buildup of the mood was a step in the direction of American stylization.


Alfred Hitchcock: Yes, this was a period when there was greater attention to detail than in the past. Whenever I embarked on a new episode, I would say to myself, “the tapestry must be filled here” or “we must fill out the tapestry there.” What I like in The Thirty-Nine Steps are the swift transitions. Robert Donat decides to go to the police to tell them that the man with the missing finger tried to kill him and how the Bible saved his life, but they don’t believe him, and suddenly he finds himself in handcuffs. How will he get out of them? The camera moves across the street, and we see Donat, still handcuffed through the window that is suddenly shattered to bits. A moment later he runs into a Salvation Army parade, and he falls in step. Next, he ducks into an alley that leads him straight into a conference hall. Someone says, “thank heavens, our speaker has arrived,” and he is hustled onto a platform where he has to improvise an election speech… The rapidity of those transitions heightens the excitement. It takes a lot of work to get that kind of effect, but it’s well worth the effort. You use one idea after another and eliminate anything that interferes with the swift pace.5





If you’re interested in reading more of Hitchcock/Truffaut, we suggest you search in thrift shops and online. Meg’s 1983 copy is packed full of behind-the-scenes photos of the master at work.


With all films, we want to make sure to point out Hitchcock’s cameo, and we have to admit that in The 39 Steps we missed it! Thankfully the internet pointed us in the right direction, and we were able to spot both Hitchcock and screenwriter Charles Bennett in line for a bus only a few minutes into the film. Hitchcock even throws a bit of trash into a bin. So far, this is the most subtle of the director’s appearances—how apropos for a film about spies!
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