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    Introduction

  


  

  



  One year of Alfred Hitchcock films, viewed in order. That is the journey we chose to undertake, and the journey we now invite you to take along with us.


  It began with a casual discussion of our mutual love for the cinema of Alfred Hitchcock—a talk about his artistic technique and how it grew over the years. From there, the seeds of this project were planted. What if we watched every readily available Alfred Hitchcock film? How would we view his motion pictures if we watched them in the order in which they were released? Would we see them differently? Would we come to better appreciate his work? What would such a viewing reveal about the way in which his tremendous talents developed?


  The thought of not only revisiting the films we loved so much, but of doing so in such a unique way, was thrilling. It proved an idea impossible to resist. The book you now hold in your hands is the result.


  When we first set out to watch, in chronological order, almost the entirety of Alfred Hitchcock’s body of work in a single year—and spend the year examining the ever-evolving cinematic themes and techniques of the Master of Suspense—the magnitude of the task before us was not immediately clear. What we saw was an opportunity to revisit some beloved film favorites, and to do so in a way that forced us to see them in a new light. What resulted from this opportunity—and what we hope our readers will benefit from—was an eye-opening journey through the career of the twentieth century’s greatest director.


  Our plan was simple enough. Each week we would watch an Alfred Hitchcock film. We would start at the beginning of his career and would end at, well, the end. We would watch. Contemplate. Discuss. Examine. See if such a viewing offered us new insights into the body of work that has entertained countless viewers over the years.


  It did. To say we see the work of Alfred Hitchcock in a new light would be an understatement. As you will see in the fifty-two chapters (covering sixty-eight pieces of work) that follow, we watched as each aspect of his signature style first appeared, noticed when he tried a new storytelling approach, and marveled at how tirelessly inventive he was throughout a career spanning more than fifty years.


  Our journey was, admittedly, just short of complete. We limited ourselves to Hitchcock films legally available for home viewing in North America. That means Hitchcock’s first film, the 1925 silent The Pleasure Garden, did not mark the starting point of our year of Hitchcock, as the film is legally available only in select European countries, and most commonly available in the United States as an illegal bootleg culled from a German TV broadcast. So, too, did we skip his second film, The Mountain Eagle, though that one by necessity. The film is long since lost, and no prints are known to exist. So it was that we began with The Lodger. A more appropriate start we could not have had. Murder? Suspense? A man on the run? That’s the Alfred Hitchcock we know and love, as this book’s first chapter clearly outlines.


  Three other films did not make the cut for similar reasons. Waltzes from Vienna, his 1934 “musical,” was also a casualty of unavailability in North America. That film, described by Hitchcock as “the lowest ebb of my career,” is available only as a French-dubbed bootleg of poor quality. Mary— the little-known German-language version of Murder!—is not only unavailable, only one print is said to still exist. Finally, Hitchcock’s 1927 film Downhill is available only in a German boxed set, and thus was excluded from our trip through his filmography.


  Yet despite those easily overlooked holes, we covered territory most guides to the work of Alfred Hitchcock tend to gloss over—if they cover it at all. All seventeen episodes of Alfred Hitchcock Presents directed by the titular director are examined over the course of our dissection of his work. In addition, his comedic 1928 silent film Champagne, only recently made available in North America, was a stop on our journey (and a surprisingly enjoyable one at that). So, too, do we cover Aventure malgache and Bon Voyage, the two French-language short films he made for the Allies during World War II. All are available for North American audiences and, as we argue within, are worthwhile viewing for any fan of Alfred Hitchcock’s work. And naturally, we devote extensive space to examining career landmarks like The 39 Steps, Rebecca, Shadow of a Doubt, Notorious, Rear Window, Vertigo, Psycho, and other enduring classics.


  Why limit ourselves only to those films available to the average consumer? Why not seek out whatever bootlegs we could get our hands on, so as to provide a complete assessment of Alfred Hitchcock’s work? The reason is simple. We want you, the reader, to be able to take this journey with us. We want you to study the films of Alfred Hitchcock along with us. Our hope is that this book inspires you to do as we did and dive headlong into the career of this great master of cinema. Consider this not just a chronological examination of Hitchcock’s work, but a guidebook to his films.


  For your convenience, each chapter includes notes on DVD availability, the quality of the most common releases, and, where applicable, our recommendations on which release to purchase. We have rated each DVD on a five-star scale, denoting both our opinion of the film and of the DVD release. We not only hope to inspire others to take a similar journey, we hope to help you along in the process, too. You will also find that each chapter is amended with notes on the film’s production, trivia and points of interest, details on each and every Hitchcock cameo appearance, and a list of common themes and techniques, which we discuss in further detail in appendix A.


  All in all, we feel that A Year of Hitchcock is more than an examination of his work; it is a guidebook to his films that will hopefully be an entertaining and informative tool for your own forays into his work.


  As we made our way through the films of the Master of Suspense, several works of Hitchcock scholarship proved invaluable. Patrick McGilligan’s Alfred Hitchcock: A Life in Darkness and Light offered us an unparalleled look into the life and times of Sir Alfred, while Donald Spoto’s The Art of Alfred Hitchcock: Fifty Years of his Motion Pictures and The Dark Side of Genius: The Life of Alfred Hitchcock provided an examination of his art and the author’s theories on his state of mind, respectively. The work of an acclaimed director in his own right, François Truffaut’s simply titled Hitchcock was a fabulous resource, offering us the best glimpse possible into Sir Alfred’s mind—Hitchcock’s own words. Additionally, the excellent documentaries accompanying most North American releases of these films not only entertained, they informed. These resources, along with other articles, reviews, and interviews, were of great assistance in compiling this text. We urge all fans of Hitchcock work to seek out these works.


  We hope you enjoy venturing with us on our year of Alfred Hitchcock as much as we did. Now pull up a chair—and get ready for some suspense.


  
    WEEK

    


    1

  


  The Lodger

  (1927)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1926

  RELEASE DATES: February 14, 1927 (UK); June 10, 1928 (U.S.)

  STUDIO: Gainsborough Studios

  FILMING LOCATION: Gainsborough Studios, Islington, London, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  A serial killer known as “The Avenger” is terrorizing London. Each Tuesday, the mysterious killer murders a young blonde woman, plunging the city into a state of fear and panic. It is in this atmosphere of terror that a lodger (Ivor Novello) comes to stay at the home of Mr. and Mrs. Bunting (Arthur Chesney and Marie Ault), whose daughter, Daisy ( June), just so happens to be a young, attractive blonde. To make matters worse, the lodger is a reclusive man, prompting suspicion from Daisy’s boyfriend, Joe (Malcolm Keen). Joe is a detective investigating the Avenger case, and he thinks the lodger may be the killer. But not Daisy. She grows closer to the lodger, even as Joe’s suspicion mounts. Has she met a new love interest . . . or is her life in grave danger?


  IMPRESSIONS


  To say Alfred Hitchcock is not typically associated with silent cinema would be something of an understatement. While film scholars are well aware of his work during the silent era, Hitchcock’s most lauded and studied work came decades later. Hitch was a highly visual filmmaker, but sound and dialogue played a vital part in all of his best work. Because of this, his silent period is largely overlooked. Yet it is in Hitchcock’s least-known period that any foray into his career must begin.


  Watching The Lodger, one thing is abundantly clear: From the very start of his career, Hitchcock was a filmmaker with a unique vision. More Hitch-cockian than his other early work, the film represents the Alfred Hitchcock we know and love, but in embryonic form. Many of the elements that come into play throughout his career—a man wrongly accused, mounting tension, murder, a chase, love blossoming under dire circumstances, dramatic theatrical flourishes—are present and accounted for, but in an unpolished state.


  That’s what makes this a delight to watch. Though made years before he would be dubbed the Master of Suspense, The Lodger is all Hitchcock. Sir Alfred himself recognized this, telling François Truffaut that his first English-language picture, “was the first true ‘Hitchcock Movie.’”1


  Even in this, just his third film and the earliest readily available for home viewing (his first, The Pleasure Garden, is unavailable in most parts of the world, and his second, The Mountain Eagle, is long since lost), Hitch’s flair for using evocative, memorable techniques to set mood or comment on a situation is evident. At the outset, Hitchcock does a beautiful job in exposing the Avenger backstory, and, more importantly, of the menace he brings to the city. The opening scene, where we see the terror-stricken face of a woman screaming directly at the camera, is shocking for its time, but fitting for what the viewer is about to discover. On the heels of that image is a flashing shot of the word “MUR-DER,” further drawing the viewer into the world Hitchcock is creating. He establishes a sinister mood, introducing elements that begin to build tension (in this case, the titular lodger taking a room in the Bunting household), and then the story explodes in a chaotic, plot-twisting climax. Overcoming the sketchy quality of the available prints, the on-screen tension here works well with or without sound.


  What makes this motion picture exciting is seeing how even in 1927 Hitch had an eye for evoking mood and offering commentary through eye-catching directorial flourishes. At one juncture, the Bunting family, having just taken in their mysterious lodger, hears the news that another Avenger murder has taken place. As they tremble with the news in the kitchen, the lodger paces in his room above them. Growing ever more suspicious, the thought arises that the man they have taken in may be the murderer plaguing London’s foggy city streets. The family gazes to the ceiling, tense with doubt. Before our eyes the ceiling fades, and the lodger is now visible, pacing above us as if on a glass floor, looming like a malevolent spirit. As he will do often in the years to come, Hitch manages to impress with his technical abilities while injecting a sense of dread and suspense into the proceedings.


  An equally evocative shot comes when we are first introduced to the lodger. Mrs. Bunting opens her front door to find a tall, cryptic figure standing in the shadowy doorway, the London fog swirling around him, his face obscured by a flowing scarf and wide hat. All we can see clearly are Ivor Novello’s cold eyes and the fog behind him. Those strong eyes create a foreboding sense that everything isn’t quite right with this guy—which, of course, we eventually learn is true. It is a scene that conjures images of F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922)—not surprising, because during this period Hitchcock was heavily influenced by German cinema.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    Hitchcock, in the first of his many cameos, can be seen sitting at a desk in the pressroom about five minutes into the film.

  


  Another sequence worth noting is the scene during which the handcuffed lodger, whom the audience now knows is innocent, is chased by a crowd intent on killing him. The pursuit ends with the lodger hanging helplessly from the top of a fence, the crowd trying to get at him from both above and below. The imagery here is terrific. We see the lodger’s face; all hope appears to be lost. Just as quickly as the chase began, he is spared as word gets out that the real Avenger has been arrested. The pacing of this action is outstanding.


  Hitchcock makes appropriate choices with regard to symbolism and thematic commentary, too. For instance, Daisy and the lodger play chess, which is an interesting method of developing the relationship between these characters. The chess games serves as a metaphor for the games they play with each other.


  And take note of Hitchcock’s sparse use of title cards. It is apparent that Hitch preferred to tell this story with images instead of words, a trait he would take with him well after the silent era ended. This is ironic when one considers Hitch got his start in the film business as a title card designer.


  However, early Hitchcock is still a work in progress. At times, his storytelling is choppy (though footage cut from the film long ago may account for that), and the editing during the climactic mob scene is jumpy and unfocused, yet Hitch’s sense for building tension comes through all the same. Again, it’s embryonic Hitchcock, but Hitchcock all the same.


  [image: ]


  The Lodger could not be a more ideal starting point for a yearlong journey through the films of Alfred Hitchcock. His next few films were assignments and are not truly reflective of the tone and style that would make him famous. Starting here, with an unquestionably Hitchcockian film, makes for a natural jump into the cinematic world of the Master of Suspense.


  CONCLUSION


  Modern-day viewers might find themselves surprised at The Lodger, a 1927 film that, despite its silence, feels exactly like an Alfred Hitchcock picture. It is an excellent early example of what makes his work special, featuring elements used in many of his later, more prominent pictures. Dark, tense, and entertaining, The Lodger is a wonderful way to begin exploring the films of Alfred Hitchcock.


  [image: ]


  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Blonde Leading Lady • Handcuffed Man and Woman • Ineffectual Authority Figures • Love Triangle • Man (or Woman) on the Run • Murder • Woman Screaming Directly at Camera • Woman with Cop Boyfriend • Wrongly Accused


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR


  
    
    

    
      	[image: ]

      	Clever use of flashing graphic images.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	Silent shrieks so well photographed the viewer can almost feel the sound.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	The use of triangles as imagery throughout the film. It’s the Avenger’s calling card, and the story centers on the love triangle of Daisy, Joe, and the lodger.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	Hitchcock’s focus on the eyes as a means of revealing character and motivation. In later films, he frequently allows an actor’s eyes to tell the story, forgoing the use of dialogue.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF


    
      
      

      
        	[image: ]

        	Hitchcock originally planned for an uncertain ending, but the studio, Gainsborough Pictures, would not allow it to be construed that the lodger was really the murderer.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	The Lodger is based on a novel of the same name by Marie Belloc Lowndes. The novel was purportedly based on a story told by a landlady to the painter Walter Sickert. The landlady claimed the previous renter was none other than Jack the Ripper.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	The film is subtitled A Story of the London Fog.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	This is the first film in which Hitch makes one of his famous cameos.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: MGM (2008)

  (1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ****


  EXTRAS: Commentary with film historian Patrick McGilligan; featurette “The Sound of Silence: The Making of The Lodger”; Hitchcock 101; 1940 radio play directed by Alfred Hitchcock; Peter Bogdanovich interviews Hitchcock; François Truffaut interviews Hitchcock; restoration comparison; trailers; still gallery.


  NOTES: Available as a stand-alone disc or as part of a set with seven other Hitchcock films, Alfred Hitchcock: Premiere Collection.


  RELEASE: Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***

  NOTES: Packaged along with Sabotage.


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of a set with nine other Hitchcock films, Alfred Hitchcock: Master of Suspense.


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  EXTRAS: Packaged with Sabotage.


  NOTES: Available with Sabotage or as part of The Collection boxed set.


  RELEASE: Whirlwind Media (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Packaged with Murder!


  RELEASE: Rph Productions (2002)

  RATING: *


  NOTES: Packaged with The Lost World and The Eagle. Avoid.


  
    WEEK

    


    2

  


  The Ring

  (1927)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1927

  RELEASE DATE: October 1, 1927 (UK)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATION: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  “One Round” Jack Sander (Carl Brisson), a carnival boxer who challenges all comers, wants to impress his young wife, The Girl (Lillian Hall-Davis), with his athletic prowess. But when Bob Corby (Ian Hunter) defeats Jack in the ring and then begins to woo The Girl, Jack finds he has to fight his way through the ranks to defeat Corby—secretly a boxing champion all along—in order to win back the love of his wife.


  IMPRESSIONS


  When one thinks of Alfred Hitchcock, boxing is likely among the last things to spring to mind. And yet that is exactly what is at the root of his fourth film, The Ring. Boxing. Surprisingly enough, not only did Hitch direct this boxing film, he wrote it as well.


  [image: ]


  To be fair, The Ring is not a boxing film per se as much as it is a story about two men fighting over the same woman. In that respect, boxing could have been replaced with almost any other competitive endeavor and the story would remain largely intact.


  The Ring represents a dramatic shift in style, story, and mood from Hitchcock’s preceding film, The Lodger. While The Lodger is dark, chilling, and mysterious, The Ring is bright, spirited, and comedic, but at the same time serious. Despite not being a Hitchcockian story, it possesses elements that mark it as a Hitchcock film. His complete control over the motion picture is evident.


  Throughout The Ring, Hitchcock uses circular objects as symbols. The drum and the carousel swing at the outset, the rolls of tickets, the bracelet Bob gives to The Girl, and the boxing ring are all symbolic of the love triangle that develops between Jack, The Girl, and Bob. Hitch was notorious for his use of symbols to punctuate the meaning of a story. We see an early example of this on display in The Ring.


  As was also seen in The Lodger, during his silent era Hitchcock preferred to tell stories with moving images and minimal use of title cards. This is never more evident than in The Ring. Amazingly, The Ring has fewer title cards than the film it followed, yet it tells an even more detailed narrative with a wide range of characters and emotions. His ability to convey a story using image alone improves from what is seen in The Lodger. Hitch deftly uses on-screen action to convey narrative and evokes wonderful facial expressions from his actors. Here we see particularly enjoyable work by the actors, both leading and supporting. These performers were veterans of silent film and thus were used to the expressive acting inherent in such work, and it’s apparent Hitchcock used their abilities to great advantage. The film could easily be watched sans title cards and the viewer would never feel lost—quite an achievement for a silent film.


  Also impressive is the way in which Hitchcock illustrates the progression of Jack’s boxing career; he does this by showing advertisements for his bouts. At first, Jack’s name is seen at the bottom of these announcements, the lettering as unremarkable as his status. As he wins bouts and his career evolves, we see his name higher and higher on the page, in larger and larger print each time. Showing “One Round” Jack’s name slowly creep up the boards was a simple way to chronicle his rise through the ranks of boxing without resorting to a montage of random fight footage, as most directors would have done. This is an effective visual touch.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    Hitchcock does not make one of his famous cameos in The Ring.

  


  Hitch’s editing early in the film, when he is still establishing relationships between characters, is deft and effective. And very nice indeed is the fight footage near the end of the film; Hitchcock fools the audience into thinking our protagonist and antagonist are fighting in a packed arena through subtle camera trickery.


  Without question, the story here is quaint and would not fly in this century—the notion of having to become a boxing champion in order to win your wife back from the current champion is antiquated—but the storytelling certainly would. In crisp, clean strokes Hitchcock lays out the characters and situations that drive the narrative forward. Even more impressive, he does it with few words, relying instead on the camera as a storytelling device. This is a technique he would hone and refine throughout his career.


  And really, that’s what is impressive about The Ring: Hitch’s ability to tell a story economically, through image alone; his ability to convey emotion and motivation, and to sketch out events, through the camera’s eye. It’s still unrefined at this point—still a work in progress—but the early signs of his later brilliance are clear.


  Because of the context of the time in which The Ring was made, it is interesting to note the appearance of several black characters and the portrayal of said characters. One of the bazaar montage sequences features children throwing eggs at a black man in an organized game. There is also a reference on one of the title cards that indicates if Jack wins his next fight “with the nigger,” he will fight for the championship. These now unacceptable depictions, however, are in stark contrast to the depiction of another black man as a member of Jack’s fight team, clearly indicating that this is a man the audience should side with. This black character is never seen in a disparaging light.


  While The Ring rates far below Hitchcock’s best films, his visual style, story and character development, and flair for doing things just a little bit differently are all present.


  CONCLUSION


  The bottom line is simple: With The Ring, it is clear at this point in his career Hitchcock could tell a story and could do so effectively. But this also isn’t the kind of story he was born to tell. The Ring offers a fine look at Hitchcock’s developing cinematic style and storytelling abilities, though the subject matter may not thrill fans looking for crime, intrigue, and suspense.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Love Triangle


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR
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      	The repeated use of round or ring-shaped imagery throughout the film.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	The sparse use of title cards.
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      	The special effects used to create the look of a packed arena.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF
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        	This is the only entry in Hitchcock’s filmography to receive a full “Written by Alfred Hitchcock” credit.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	Carl Brisson, who played “One Round” Jack, was a real boxer.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***

  NOTES: Packaged along with Number 17.


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of a set with nine other Hitchcock films, Alfred Hitchcock: Master of Suspense.


  RELEASE: Lionsgate (2002)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of The Alfred Hitchcock Box Set with The Manxman, Murder!, The Skin Game, and Rich and Strange.


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  EXTRAS: Packaged with Number Seventeen.


  
    WEEK

    


    3

  


  Easy Virtue

  (1928)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1927

  RELEASE DATE: March 5, 1928 (UK)

  STUDIO: Gainsborough Studios

  FILMING LOCATION: Islington, London, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  Larita Filton (Isabel Jeans) is wrongly accused of adultery in a scandalous divorce trial. Her life destroyed, she flees to France, where she meets and marries John Whitaker (Robin Irvine), a man from a well-to-do family. John’s mother (Violet Farebrother) is immediately suspicious of Larita, certain something isn’t right about her. She thinks she’s seen Larita before. Eventually, John’s mother discovers Larita’s past and reveals the truth to John, leading to an unhappy outcome for all.


  IMPRESSIONS


  In Easy Virtue, Alfred Hitchcock deals with romance and mistrust, someone with dark secrets trying to start a new life, and oppressive mothers and loose-living women. It’s compelling subject matter, but as a narrative the film leaves one cold. Thankfully, Hitchcock’s technical prowess and dramatic flair makes Easy Virtue worthwhile, even if the story does not.


  Where did this film—an assignment rather than a script chosen by Hitchcock—go wrong? Maybe it is simply a sign of the times, but the notion that a woman would have to hide her involvement in an ugly divorce hardly strikes one as the sort of sinister secret this plot suggests. While appropriate for the 1920s, for a modern viewer the hook is quaint at best. Compounding the issue are flowery, overwritten title cards, characters with unclear motivations, and a story with a lackluster dramatic arc that fails to sustain interest despite a relatively brief eighty-nine-minute running time. There is little sense of urgency and no suspense.


  Worse yet, the characters do little to pull the viewer into the story. If we are supposed to sympathize with the female lead, Larita Filton, it’s difficult to muster up sympathy because she offers little for the audience to love. Hitchcock portrays her as a dour, downcast chain-smoker content to dwell in half-truths—that is, when she’s not pouting or moping. John Whitaker, the male lead, is equally unsympathetic. Actor Robin Irvine fails to convey romantic urgency, making his courtship with Isabel Jeans’s character unconvincing. In addition, as the film progresses, Whitaker allows his mother to bully him, until his mother’s mistrust of Larita finally becomes his own. Hitchcock frequently dealt with people who were not all they seemed to be and who were hiding dark secrets, but his success here is fleeting.


  [image: ]


  The Mrs. Whitaker character is worth discussing. Here is the (allegedly) typical Hitchcock mother: overbearing, dark, mistrusting, and manipulative. It’s a charge that is somewhat off base—see Shadow of a Doubt and North by Northwest for two endearing mother figures—but one can’t help but point out what a dreadful woman the mother in Easy Virtue is. She spies and pushes and prods. She tries to separate her son and his wife. She turns her entire family against Larita. In short, she encapsulates everything some critics have said makes up the prototypical Hitchcock mother, and he does it much earlier than some critics have noted.


  In The Dark Side of Genius, Donald Spoto wrote of Notorious, “The role of the mother is at last fully introduced and examined. No longer relegated to mere conversation, she appears here as a major character for the first time in an Alfred Hitchcock picture, and all at once . . . Hitchcock began to make the mother figure a repository of his anger, guilt, resentment, and a sad yearning.”2 Clearly, however, the theme of a dark and manipulative mother came much earlier, rearing its ugly head for the first time right here.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    Hitchcock appears about twenty-one minutes into the film as a man at a tennis court carrying a walking stick.

  


  There are also parallels between Easy Virtue and one of Hitchcock’s far more visible films, Rebecca. Both films center on a young woman who marries a well-to-do man only to find she is unwelcome in her husband’s home. Most notably, there are striking similarities between Easy Virtue’s Mrs. Whitaker and Rebecca’s Mrs. Danvers. Both of these women are cold and suspicious. Obviously, there are also differences—the former is the mother-in-law and the latter is a servant—but the similarities in tone and feeling are inarguable.


  Though the conceit upon which this story is built may seem quaint by modern standards, the story is an interesting reflection of the time in which it is set, specifically the stigma associated with a nasty divorce. Society has changed, but there is value in the story told in Easy Virtue. The ostracizing of someone who has broken society’s conventions is a timeless theme.


  It’s fascinating that the film ultimately ends on an unhappy note. Who made the decision—Hitchcock, the writer, the producer—is hard to say for sure, but, in a way, it makes for a more satisfying close. Because the story is not particularly engaging, the ending breaks the melodrama mold. Still, when all is said and done, this is a less than compelling narrative.


  If it fails in story and character, Easy Virtue succeeds in showing off Hitchcock’s developing technical skills. The entire opening sequence is simply brimming with interesting touches, creative shots, and effective use of the language of cinema. As an early courtroom scene opens, the judge dramatically lifts his head into the shot, his gaze penetrating the camera. It feels like a shot from Carl Theodor Dreyer’s 1928 masterpiece, The Passion of Joan of Arc. In another impressive use of the camera, Hitchcock allows us to see through the judge’s eyes as he surveys his courtroom through an eyeglass. The “picture-in-picture” effect here just jumps off the screen. Even the narrative structure in these courtroom scenes is interesting, jumping backward in time as details of the Filtons’ marriage come forward. This fractured, scattered narrative is handled well and is engaging throughout.


  In the early courtroom scene, note the use of a juror’s notes to illustrate to the film audience what is happening in the trial. It’s a brilliant move, eliminating the need for potentially distracting title cards.


  In the most interesting sequence in the film, Hitchcock tells the story of the engagement of Larita Filton and John Whitaker not by depicting a man asking a woman’s hand in marriage, but instead focusing on the facial reactions of a telephone operator listening in on the conversation between Larita and John. The actress, an uncredited Benita Hume, does a marvelous job conveying the emotion of the engagement with her expressions. Without the use of a single title card, Hume is able to portray John’s proposal, Larita’s uncertainty, and, finally, her acceptance. This is a truly innovative method to further the story and is far more interesting than what could have been a paradigmatic marriage proposal scene.


  But on the technical level, what jumps out in Easy Virtue is that the camera begins to move. Whereas his previous films were made up of static shot after static shot, here Hitchcock begins to play with the idea of the camera as a roving eye, moving to watch the action, peering in on scenes like a voyeur. This is a technique he would go on to develop and refine in ways few other directors would match. Here is where it first begins to blossom. It is unfortunate it could not come in a better film.


  Given the interesting and tense intracharacter struggles, this could have been a compelling film in the hands of a more mature Hitchcock. As it stands, however, Easy Virtue is technically impressive but ultimately uninteresting.


  CONCLUSION


  There really is no other way to put it: Easy Virtue is not one of Hitchcock’s better films. But even with that in mind, it is worth seeing for its highly creative storytelling techniques. Anyone wanting to chart Hitch’s development as an artist would be making a mistake to pass over Easy Virtue.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Dark Secret • Handcuffed Man and Woman • Manipulative Mother • Unwelcome New Woman


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR


  
    
    

    
      	[image: ]

      	The riveting scene of engagement told strictly through the reactions of the phone operator.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	The use of a juror’s notes to further the story during the opening trial.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF


    
      
      

      
        	[image: ]

        	Easy Virtue is based on a play by Noël Coward. Eliot Stannard is given scenario credit. The play was first performed in both New York and London in 1925.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	The title phrase, Easy Virtue, is a reference to “society’s reward for a slandered reputation.”
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: AFA Entertainment (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  RELEASE: Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2

  NOTES: Packaged along with Blackmail.


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Part of a set with eight other Hitchcock films, The Essential Alfred Hitchcock Collection.


  RELEASE: Westlake Budget (2004)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  EXTRAS: Packaged with Blackmail.


  NOTES: Available with Blackmail or as part of The Collection boxed set.


  RELEASE: Digiview Entertainment (2006)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: *


  NOTES: Packaged with Jamaica Inn, Sabotage, and The 39 Steps on the same disc. Avoid.


  RELEASE: Miracle Pictures (2003, 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: *


  NOTES: Available as a stand-alone or 2005 version packaged with Jamaica Inn.


  
    WEEK

    


    4

  


  Champagne

  (1928)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1928

  RELEASE DATE: August 1928 (UK)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATION: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  Champagne tells the story of Betty (Betty Balfour), a young woman whose rich father (Gordon Harker) does not approve of her fiancé ( Jean Bradin). This prompts her to run off to France and live the good life on her father’s money. To teach Betty a lesson, the father tells her the family fortune, made in the champagne business, has been lost. Betty must make a living on her own. She finds a job working in a club serving the very same champagne her family once sold. Her father eventually comes to his senses, tells Betty the truth—their fortune is not lost—and allows her to marry the man she loves.


  IMPRESSIONS


  With Champagne, Alfred Hitchcock dabbles in what would today be called a romantic comedy . . . and it works. This is surprising, given his body of work, but Champagne is a playful romp that manages to entertain. Stylistically, it makes no great strides forward. The craftsmanship is solid, and there are a few scattered shots that will draw your attention, but Champagne is notable only for its light tone, softly comedic story, and whimsical leading lady.


  About that leading lady. Without a strong lead to hold things together, there is always a danger that a film like this will fall apart. Leading lady Betty Balfour, however, a silent film veteran, not only manages to keep things afloat, she positively shines. She carries this film and is the first of many blonde lead actresses Hitchcock filmed with affection. His camera is in love with her, and for good reason. Her warm smile, bright eyes, and ability to change expression in the blink of an eye add depth to a lightweight character—were she a young lady today, she’d be a party girl, famous simply for being famous. If her turn here is any indication, Balfour was called Britain’s Queen of Happiness for a reason. Balfour evokes such a fresh personality, one can’t help but be enamored with her.


  There are a few large set pieces in Champagne that are an indication of the early success Hitchcock was enjoying at this point, affording him a bigger budget. Multiple scenes aboard a cruise ship and dozens of lavish costumes are a step up from the relatively low-budget look of The Lodger and The Ring. They also offer the first glimpse at two elements—ships (cruise or otherwise) and lavish costumes— that we will see again in this exploration of Hitchcock’s filmography. While The Lodger is all dark alleys and claustrophobic rooms, Champagne is expansive parties and grand ballrooms. Late in the film, when Betty gets a job in the club, the cast of extras explodes larger than any seen thus far— dozens of men and women dancing, drinking, talking, and carousing.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    Hitchcock does not make a cameo in Champagne.

  


  Champagne is smattered with amusing sight gags, the funniest involving a drunkard who has trouble walking straight when the ship is steady, but walks perfectly when the ship is unsteady, even as passengers are falling all over each other. Also enjoyable is the gag when Betty’s father, who is a powerful businessman, is angered and smashes his desk call buttons. His aides march into the office, unaware that he is simply throwing a fit and not summoning their services. This is funny stuff.


  While Champagne is a fun film, there are hints of the classic Hitchcock sensibility. Betty, a young blonde woman, is forced into an unpleasant situation, much of which is built on a lie. We see two men vying for the same woman, one of them with unclear motives. We see Hitchcock’s deft use of the camera to lead the audience, such as when he pulls in close to Ferdinand von Alten’s (credited as The Man) eyes in order to make the audience suspicious of his character, who was hired by Betty’s father to keep an eye on her. And we see a revelation late in the film in which the audience is given knowledge the main character does not have. All will arise again in later Hitchcock films (though almost always in darker circumstances).


  Like all Hitchcock films, Champagne is worth watching for its filmmaking qualities in addition to its story. This isn’t one of his technical masterpieces, but it does have its share of slick camera tricks and innovative techniques. As seen earlier in Easy Virtue, Hitch uses a creative early establishing shot unlike anything else in his filmography. In this case, we view a dancing crowd through a tilting champagne glass—not two minutes into the film and the audience is treated to a truly imaginative piece of camerawork. This is part of what makes Hitchcock an intriguing director to study. Lesser directors would not make the effort to pull off such tricks in an otherwise unremarkable film. The shot is not essential, but certainly worth noting.


  Champagne may not be a vital film in Hitch’s development from a technical standpoint, but it shows his ability to work with more costuming and larger sets, and one can almost imagine his eyes being opened to the storytelling potential he held in his hands. For that alone, Champagne is worth watching. Consider the fact that it’s a fun, delightful little film an added bonus.


  Yet Hitchcock was not particularly fond of Champagne, telling the great French filmmaker François Truffaut in his marvelous study, Hitchcock, “That was probably the lowest ebb of my output.”3 (This would not be the last time he shared such a sentiment.) Champagne is no masterpiece, but to hold it in such low regard is a disservice to what is a genuinely fine film. Perhaps this is simply a case where an artist is his own worst critic.


  CONCLUSION


  Champagne is a worthy entry in the Hitchcock catalog. The story is not typically Hitchcockian, but its humorous moments, fun camera tricks, and truly enjoyable leading lady make it an entertaining film. Though the subject matter may not thrill fans looking for crime, intrigue, and suspense, it is well worth watching to track the progress of Hitchcock’s eye for film.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Blonde Leading Lady • Love Triangle


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR


  
    
    

    
      	[image: ]

      	The truly inventive shot in which the action is seen through a tilting champagne glass.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	Elaborate sets and busy casts. Hitchcock had obviously been allowed resources that were not present in his earlier films.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF


    
      
      

      
        	[image: ]

        	Hitchcock adapted Champagne from a story by Walter C. Mycroft. Eliot Stannard is given scenario credit.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	Along with Mr. & Mrs. Smith and The Farmer’s Wife, Champagne is one of just three straight comedies directed by Hitchcock. Other films contain many comedic elements, but were primarily dramas, mysteries, and thrillers.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Part of a set with eight other Hitchcock films, The Essential Alfred Hitchcock Collection.


  RELEASE: AFA Entertainment (2010)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2
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  The Farmer’s Wife

  (1928)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1927

  RELEASE DATES: March 1928 (UK); January 4, 1930 (U.S.)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATION: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  Desperate to marry again, widowed farmer Samuel Sweetland ( Jameson Thomas) sits down with his housekeeper, Minta (Lillian Hall-Davis), and crafts a list of prospective brides. The next step? To convince one of these women to marry him. Samuel, in increasingly absurd comedic situations, is rejected again and again, until finally realizing the perfect woman was right in front of him the whole time.


  IMPRESSIONS


  The Farmer’s Wife is the funniest of the Hitchcock silent pictures. It’s also smart, endearing, and completely different from his other work. The worst cricitism one can offer of this warm, humorous, and accessible film is that the dialogue is so funny it’s a shame you cannot hear it spoken.


  The writing in The Farmer’s Wife stands out as among the best of Hitch’s early films. There’s a real sense of humor in the narrative and title cards, and we also see a fair amount of slapstick comedy, something not seen in other Hitchcock films. Eliot Stannard, who received scenario credit for both Champagne and Easy Virtue and is credited for the adaptation here, does a beautiful job in creating charming situations for lead character Samuel Sweetland.


  The story told in The Farmer’s Wife is simple, with a predictable ending, yet it’s fun to watch. It’s endearing seeing Samuel work his way through a list of women, proposing to each and failing each time, always in hilarious fashion. The reason this is not a sad story is because we know how it will end before Samuel does. Lillian Hall-Davis, who also played the female lead in The Ring, shines in The Farmer’s Wife as Samuel’s housekeeper, Araminta, or Minta. She’s sweet, loving, and wonderful to Samuel. Why Samuel doesn’t pick up on this until the end is a mystery—hence the humor—but in the end, Samuel doesn’t let us down. He comes to his senses and realizes Minta is a special lady, everything he could want, and a far better catch than the women he was chasing.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    The Farmer’s Wife is a rare film in which Hitchcock does not make a cameo.

  


  No, the story won’t set the world on fire with cleverness. In fact, it’s predictable. Maybe even pedestrian. But the characters are so well realized and the dialogue so witty, you don’t mind that The Farmer’s Wife breaks little new ground. The highlights come in the performances. Jameson Thomas’s turn as Samuel Sweetland, the titular farmer, is excellent. Samuel is a modest man attempting to put on an air of sophistication and irresistibility, an air repeatedly shattered when his advances are rebuffed, much to his chagrin. In contrast, Maud Gill’s eccentrically wonderful Thirza Tapper steals every scene she’s in with a bouncing, writhing, gutbusting comedy performance. And one would be remiss not to mention Gordon Harker as Churdles Ash, Samuel’s handyman, who turns in a delightful performance. Harker, who also played Jack’s trainer in The Ring and Betty’s father in Champagne, is brilliant, providing one laugh after another with his rubber face and slacking demeanor. The moments when he is alone on screen are some of the best in the film. And while extremely funny, Churdles also displays warmth that shows he cares a great deal for Samuel.


  From a presentation standpoint, The Farmer’s Wife doesn’t have the kind of technique that grabs your attention with innovation. There is the occasional composition that strikes one as appealing to the eye, but by and large this film is a showcase for Hitchcock’s workmanlike ability to tell a story effectively. That said, The Farmer’s Wife does have some things to watch out for, notably the use of imagery and symbolism in a key sequence. A set of chairs Samuel and his deceased wife used to sit in help the viewer (and Samuel) visualize the potential future he might have with the ladies he pursues. He desperately wants another woman to fill that seat, and we see these chairs come up throughout the film to symbolize the future Samuel sees.


  We first saw Hitchcock put the camera in motion during Easy Virtue, and this technique is again utilized in The Farmer’s Wife. It feels more natural here, but that may simply be due to improving technology. Hitchcock shows a developing sense of how to further his storytelling with effective camera movement. Simple character actions were not all Hitch was interested in filming. He realized that by using the camera to follow his actors, he could better draw the viewer into the drama. Such camera movements are common and expected in today’s films, but such was not the case in 1928. Hitchcock would continue to develop his skills with the moving camera throughout his career.


  With a running time of 129 minutes, The Farmer’s Wife is by far the longest of the Hitchcock films to this point in his filmography, and will remain among his longest. The pacing is slow, but it works well for this story. From shot to shot and scene to scene, the narrative is never less than crisp, clean, and easy to follow. While it wouldn’t have been hurt by tighter editing, The Farmer’s Wife doesn’t feel overly long. A 97-minute cut of the film exists, but it remains unavailable on North American home video. And that’s fine, because to cut 32 minutes from this comedy would do more harm than good.


  So, if Hitchcock doesn’t really develop his ability to tell a story with The Farmer’s Wife, if we see none of the themes developed that would come to define his most famous work, and if he makes no great technical strides, is this essential viewing for those exploring Hitch’s development as an artist? It is. Hitch developed a feel for comedy with these early features, a comfort with the lighter aspects of storytelling and character that would later serve his thrillers well. Comedic touches are a hallmark of the Hitchcock suspense film; it was here, with films like Champagne and The Farmer’s Wife, that the Master of Suspense was able to refine his ability to use whimsy to lighten otherwise dark films. The Farmer’s Wife is an excellent entry in the Hitch library. Both casual film fans and those who want to deeply explore Hitchcock’s work are likely to enjoy this overlooked silent gem.


  CONCLUSION


  The Farmer’s Wife is thematically and stylistically unlike the typical Alfred Hitchcock film, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t worth watching. While not vital to his development as the future Master of Suspense, it is an endearing, entertaining film—a great look at a rarely seen side of Hitchcock’s filmmaking.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  The Farmer’s Wife is an atypical Hitchcock film, a straight romantic comedy with none of the thematic overtones we see in his other works.


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR
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      	Hitch’s use of slapstick comedy; you’ll rarely see it in a Hitchcock film.
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      	The witty, often racy dialogue used on the title cards.
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      	Hitchcock’s increasing comfort with moving the camera rather than framing static shots.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF


    
      
      

      
        	[image: ]

        	Gordon Harker (Churdles Ash) is one of Hitchcock’s first repeating actors, previously enjoying roles in The Ring and Champagne.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  RELEASE: PR Studios (2010)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Part of a set with eight other Hitchcock films, The Essential Alfred Hitchcock Collection.


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Part of The Collection boxed set.


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **
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  The Manxman

  (1929)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1928

  RELEASE DATES: December 6, 1929 (UK); December 16, 1929 (U.S.)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATIONS: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England; Isle of Man; Polperro, Cornwall, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  Two old friends—Pete (Carl Brisson), a fisherman, and Philip (Malcolm Keen), a lawyer—have remained close despite leading wildly different lives. Pete is in love with Kate (Anny Ondra), the daughter of the local innkeeper. When he leaves on a lengthy fishing trip to earn money enough to marry Kate, he asks his friend Philip to watch over her. Things don’t work out as planned, however, when Kate and Philip grow close and fall in love.


  IMPRESSIONS


  Developing a strong sense of composition, becoming comfortable with a moving camera, and honing his ability to tell a story with efficiency: This is what Alfred Hitchcock learned in creating his earliest work. His silent film efforts culminate in . . . The Manxman?


  Over the course of his long and varied career, Hitch developed a reputation for sometimes going on autopilot, sleepwalking through films he had no interest in, content to simply get it done so he could move on to his next project. No one can claim to know what was going through his head during the filming of The Manxman, his last fully silent feature (Blackmail would be released as both a silent film and as a “talkie”), but were critics to claim Sir Alfred did not throw his heart and soul into the film, few would argue. This is a seriously flawed picture, not at all indicative of the craftsman Alfred Hitchcock was.


  At its core, The Manxman has all the makings of a compelling drama. We have a sailor, Pete, who falls in love with a beautiful young woman, Kate. Kate promises she will wait for him until he returns from a long sailing expedition, but during his absence she falls in love with Pete’s best friend, Philip, an attorney and aspiring judge. When Pete returns, the secret relationship is broken off, and Kate must live with a man she does not love, pining all the while for Philip. Things are further complicated when, in a twist shocking considering the era in which this film was produced, it is revealed that she is pregnant with Philip’s child.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    The Manxman is another early film with no cameo.

  


  All this puts into place an interesting drama built upon the interwoven threads of friendships and relationships, themes the legendary director would explore throughout his career. The friendship between Pete and Philip is established early, as is Pete’s love for Kate. The dynamic between the three is never less than clear. But maybe it’s made too clear. For the first and only time in the Hitchcock silents, we encounter the kind of showy, overly expressive acting common in the silent era. The main culprit is Carl Brisson as Pete, who tries so hard to be the incredibly caring friend and lover that it comes across almost as parody. He is expressive to a fault. It’s so over the top, one almost gets the feeling the director is playing it for laughs—but he isn’t. Hitch doesn’t help by letting the camera linger on him, for long stretches, again and again and again. Subtle this isn’t. It becomes very hard to let yourself believe in the plot, because Pete is so oblivious to what’s going on around him. After Pete and Kate wed, Kate is obviously miserable, but Pete never notices or questions why. This rings false. How could a man as obviously devoted as Pete is to Kate be so blind to her pain? You want to laugh at, not sympathize with, his inability to see that Kate does not love him.


  While one can imagine Hitchcock was limited by the story’s source material (based on a novel by Hall Caine), the bottom line is that this story was poorly adapted for the screen. Eliot Stannard, who receives scenario credit on The Manxman and worked with Hitchcock on many of his early films, should have found a way to address these issues, because they detract from the film.


  Of course, this could have been tempered with some eye-catching direction by a man with a propensity to insert creative, bold moments into even his minor films, but alas, it was not to be. A nice jump cut and a well-handled attempted suicide aside, The Manxman is largely pedestrian. Because this was a studio assignment, a story based on a popular book of the time and handed to him for a quick adaptation, the end result shouldn’t be surprising. It’s not a failure by any means; it simply does little to rise above the pack.


  Another problem with The Manxman is in its use of title cards. As seen in his previous silent work, it is apparent Hitch preferred to tell a story using as few title cards as possible. This is generally worthy of praise, but it doesn’t work in this film. Was Hitchcock overconfident in his ability to convey the story sans title cards? Arguably so. Too often we see characters engaging in lengthy conversations, with no indication given as to what is being discussed. In a crucial scene where Kate reveals to Pete that she’s having a baby, there is a bit of back and forth dialogue during which the viewer can only guess what’s going on before it’s finally revealed that she’s pregnant. A plethora of title cards are not needed, but one or two would have made a world of difference.


  There are a few high points, however, most notably in the director’s choice of location. Hitchcock effectively uses the Isle of Man setting to his advantage. The island setting fits well with the story surrounding Pete and Philip’s friendship. The story has merit, too. It’s an intriguing, if typical, tale of two men who fall for the same woman. Throw in a (largely) charismatic cast, beautiful cinematography, and the addition of betrayal to the typical love triangle, and the film is not a total failure.


  No, Alfred Hitchcock’s The Manxman isn’t a bad film, but it’s probably the least essential of the early Hitchcocks. Little in the way of technical audacity, too much in the way of campy melodrama, and a nagging sense that even Hitchcock wasn’t interested in anything other than getting this film done and over with makes this film a destination only for those studying the work of the Master of Suspense.


  CONCLUSION


  The Manxman is, at its core, a solid drama with a decent third act, but the flaws make this one of Hitchcock’s least essential silent films— worthwhile for the Hitch enthusiast, but something to be skipped by the casual fan.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Love Triangle • Suicide/Attempted Suicide


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR
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      	Beautiful photography from the Isle of Man.
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      	The return of Carl Brisson and Malcolm Keen to roles in a Hitchcock film.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF
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        	The Manxman was Alfred Hitchcock’s last fully silent feature. Blackmail was released in versions both with and without sound.
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        	In 1917 a film based on the same story was released in the United States. It was also called The Manxman.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE : Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Part of a set with eight other Hitchcock films, The Essential Alfred Hitchcock Collection.


  RELEASE: Lionsgate (2002)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Part of The Alfred Hitchcock Box Set with The Ring, Murder!, The Skin Game, and Rich and Strange.


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  NOTES: Part of The Collection boxed set.
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  Blackmail

  (1929)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1929

  RELEASE DATES: June 30, 1929 (UK); October 6, 1929 (U.S.)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATIONS: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England; London, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  Alice White (Anny Ondra), the daughter of a London shopkeeper, and her boyfriend, Scotland Yard detective Frank Webber ( John Longden), argue while out at a restaurant. Alice leaves with another man, The Artist (Cyril Ritchard), who invites her to visit his studio. While in the studio, The Artist attempts to rape Alice, but she is able to grab a knife and kills him in self defense. She leaves the studio and returns home—but the body of The Artist is found. Frank is assigned to the case and quickly comes to the conclusion that Alice is responsible for the killing. Tracy (Donald Calthrop) is a criminal who witnessed Alice entering the studio building. He attempts to blackmail Alice, but Webber implicates Tracy, which leads to a chase through London.


  IMPRESSIONS


  When working your way through the cinema of Alfred Hitchcock, there are milestones that signal the ending of one era and the dawning of a new. His last British picture. His first American film. His first color movie. All important moments. The first major milestone comes right here.


  There is no question that Blackmail is a landmark work. It was the first sound film not only for Alfred Hitchcock, but for England. That alone makes it noteworthy—but does it hold up as entertainment? As a groundbreaking film filled with technical achievements, there is a lot to admire about Blackmail, but as a suspense film it is a mild disappointment when viewed against Hitchcock’s other work. Despite this, the technical aspects of the film are remarkable enough that, in the end, it stands out as an essential film.


  One has to admire Hitchcock’s willingness to turn this into a talkie in the first place. Production was already well under way when studio bosses, hoping to capitalize on the success of The Jazz Singer (1927), decided to add sound, so it was no small matter to switch gears in mid-production. It would have been easier to wait until the next film to make the move, but Hitch recognized the benefits of sound and knew the hassle was worth the reward. The desire to take advantage of improving technologies in filmmaking is something that long marked Hitchcock as an innovator.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    Hitchcock appears a little more than ten minutes into the film in a very amusing sequence on a train.

  


  The most striking aspect about the switch to sound is not so much that it was made mid-production, but that Hitchcock did it with an off-screen actress supplying the voice for lead actress Anny Ondra’s Alice White. Ondra’s thick German accent would not have worked well for the character, but with production already under way, how could Hitch address this issue? With a bit of innovation. Because dubbing capabilities did not yet exist, he had British actress Joan Barry stand off-screen and read the dialogue into a microphone as the scenes were filmed. That he tried something like this for his first film with sound is remarkable; that it worked is even more impressive.


  That’s what may stand out most about Blackmail: Hitch’s ability to utilize new technology to its fullest. Though he was working with something entirely new—not just to him but to the world—he utilized sound in an effective way right from the start. The ambient sounds of the streets of London or the clatter of a busy restaurant feel natural and unforced, as if Hitch had been dabbling in sound design for years. He didn’t lean on audio as a gimmick, as many early talkies did. Yes, there is a song thrown in— common in early sound pictures—but it doesn’t feel out of place. Notably, Hitchcock used sound to comment on the state of the main character and to set mood. In Blackmail, this happens most famously in a sequence in which the main character, terrified she will be arrested for killing a man who tried to rape her, blocks out everything being said but the word “knife,” a chilling reference to the weapon she used to slay her attacker. The repetition of the word to the exclusion of all else brings us into the character’s head without heavy-handed exposition. Alfred Hitchcock was a technical visionary, and, great movie or not, Blackmail demonstrates this. His ability to think outside the box—to look at not just the current state of film, but where it could be in a few years—is obvious even in a mediocre film like Blackmail.
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  The most noteworthy Hitchcockian technique comes during the rape scene. Remember, this film was made in 1929. Showing a violent rape attempt on screen was out of the question. But Hitchcock brilliantly overcame this hurdle by setting the incident behind a curtain, depicting the action with shadows. This is an intense scene.


  It is also pleasing to see the captivating visual effects used to illustrate Alice’s fear shortly after the killing. We see Alice looking at a sign for Gordon’s London Gin, which features an animated cocktail shaker. Both Alice and the viewer see this image evolve into an animated hand holding a knife. This shot is effective in depicting our leading lady’s mental state.


  Another impressive sequence is when the landlady discovers the body of the villain. First we see Alice walking down a sidewalk, where she comes across a homeless man. The focus is placed on the man’s outstretched arm. Alice is startled. We immediately hear a scream. But this scream is not from Alice. It is from the landlady. Before the scream is over, the scene cuts to the landlady discovering the corpse of The Artist, his outstretched arm poking from beyond a curtain. It is a startling bit of editing, and this touch of flare adds to the impact of the moment.


  Yet Blackmail ultimately fails because it does not deliver suspense. For a movie that has just about every essential Hitchcock element—beautiful compositions, a blonde lead, a dead body, a link between sex and death, a chase at a famous landmark, dark conversations over dinner, the police as a figure of menace—it manages to lack suspense or drama. No doubt the production’s moving from silent to sound partway through played a role in softening what could have been a tense thriller, but regardless, apart from some fantastic camera tricks, Blackmail is a bland experience. Despite these flaws, there are moments of storytelling genius and a pervading sense of fear that make it a film worth seeing.


  CONCLUSION


  Blackmail is notable as Alfred Hitchcock’s first film with sound, but it is more than that. It lacks the suspense one would expect from a Hitchcock murder drama—a considerable detriment to the film, to be sure—but Blackmail is important in studying Hitch’s development as a filmmaker because there are some remarkable technical achievements on display. It never quite lives up to the promise of its Hitchcockian subject matter, yet remains an impressive jump into a new era.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Blackmail • Blonde Leading Lady • Climactic Showdown at an Iconic Location • Dark Secret • Discussion of Murder at Dinner • Man (or Woman) on the Run • Woman with Cop Boyfriend


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR


  
    
    

    
      	[image: ]

      	Hitchcock’s masterful job of depicting the action of the attempted rape in a manner that conveys terror without on-screen violence.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	The shot in which Alice visualizes the advertisement for gin as a hand with a stabbing knife.
    


    
      	[image: ]

      	The first Hitchcock chase against the backdrop of a well-known landmark, the British Museum.
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      	The film’s obvious roots as a silent film, both technically and stylistically.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF


    
      
      

      
        	[image: ]

        	Blackmail was originally conceived—and production began—as a silent film. Before filming completed, sound technology became available to British International Pictures, and Hitchcock jumped at the opportunity to add sound to the film. Several scenes were reshot to facilitate the addition of sound.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	Anny Ondra spoke with a thick German accent and was therefore unfit for Alice’s speaking parts. Her lines were read into a microphone by British actress Joan Barry as the scenes were filmed.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: British International Pictures (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***1/2


  RELEASE: Desert Island Films (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Part of a set with nine other Hitchcock films, Alfred Hitchcock: Master of Suspense.


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  NOTES: Available as a stand-alone or as part of The Collection boxed set.


  RELEASE: Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Packaged along with Easy Virtue.


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: Whirlwind Media (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  EXTRAS: Packaged with Juno and the Paycock.


  
    WEEK

    


    8

  


  Juno and the Paycock

  (1930)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1930

  RELEASE DATE: June 29, 1930 (U.S.)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATION: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  Set during the Irish Revolution, Juno and the Paycock follows the Boyle family, who learn they are set to receive a large inheritance. The Boyles—Juno, Captain, Johnny, and Mary (Edward Chapman, Sara Allgood, John Laurie, and Kathleen O’Regan)—take to living the good life, all the while forgetting what had always been important to them. Eventually, the Boyles find they will not be receiving the inheritance and are forced to sell their home and live as vagrants.


  IMPRESSIONS


  Even the greatest of artists are prone to producing a work they’d rather forget. Juno and the Paycock is such a film. A talky stage play put to film, the only reason it can’t be called “forgettable” is that it’s difficult to forget being so bored by a Hitchcock film.


  Sir Alfred built his career on tight plots and sharply honed drama, the kind of films that, even when you see their inner workings, rarely fail to play the viewer like a violin. In this case, however, the plot meanders, never quite finding its focus. Had Hitch been given greater control over the writing, perhaps some drama could have been salvaged from this melodramatic mess, but that was unlikely to happen; Juno and the Paycock was—and remains— a hugely popular stage play in Ireland. Yet that’s the problem. This film was a studio assignment, and it shows. Hitchcock wasn’t afforded a lot of room to play with the script, written by acclaimed writer Sean O’Casey.


  Hitchcock told François Truffaut, “I must say that I didn’t feel like making the picture because, although I read the play over and over again, I could see no way of narrating it in cinematic form.


  It’s an excellent play, though, and I liked the story, the mood, the characters, and the blend of humor and tragedy very much.”4 Had the project come later in Hitchcock’s career, he could have simply turned it down. This was not an opportunity he was afforded in 1930.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    Hitchcock does not make one of his famous cameos in this film.

  


  A further frustration is that watching the film demands slow, patient attention—not because it is filled with subtle and intelligent moments, but because it’s painfully difficult to understand a word being said. This isn’t because the sound quality is poor (it is), but because the Irish accents are thick and the banter is rambling.


  Talk, talk, talk, most of it difficult to understand. That’s Juno and the Paycock in a nutshell.


  It’s no surprise that top directors were assigned dialogue-heavy dramas with the emergence of sound. The idea of people talking and singing on screen was a novelty, something the public hadn’t seen before. That meant moviegoers were going to get a lot of talking and singing, whether the story demanded it or not. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing—some of the greatest films of all time are talkative—but talking alone does not a good film make, especially when the dialogue is neither interesting nor intelligible. We need more than the novelty of speech, but Juno and the Paycock fails to deliver.


  It also fails as a film adaptation because it’s too static. There is little character movement and almost none by the camera. It feels like someone simply set a camera in front of a stage and filmed the actors. As even Hitchcock said, this film is not cinematic in any way. Throughout his career, he managed to insert interesting moments into even his most mundane films. Juno and the Paycock, however, boasts few cinematic touches of note, and, when placed in the context of his career, even these are minor at best.


  First, several times Hitchcock uses the sound of gunfire over a static shot of an open window to illustrate the violence of this time in Irish history. These scenes are well executed and show that despite his disinterest in the project, he couldn’t let the entire production get by without some cinematic flair. In a better film it would have offered real dramatic punch and a commentary on how continuing violence invades the lives of families in ways great and small, but sadly, the technique is wasted here. Rather than offer the atmosphere intended, it only serves to fracture what little narrative there is.


  Second, at one point Hitchcock pulls the camera close on a character’s face, focusing on his reactions while two other off-camera characters discuss matters of importance. Despite the novelty of sound to cinema, Hitchcock recognized this new technology could be used to comment on characters and their situations—in this case, getting the audience inside a character’s head without his having to say a word. This is an effective and clear indication that Hitch was always eager to see what technological innovations could do for his storytelling.


  Finally, the film closes with a dramatic pullback that would be unnoticed in most Hitchcock films but stands out here because it’s the only creative use of camera movement seen in these ninety-six minutes. Mary Boyle, distraught over what her family has done to itself, sorrowfully wails to the Lord as the camera pulls away, showing her alone and broken.


  Juno and the Paycock is a film that offers no forward progress for Hitchcock’s art. Not only is it not essential viewing, it’s a downright chore to get through. At best, it is worth watching only to see that even a master can fail at his craft.


  CONCLUSION


  Juno and the Paycock is a challenging film to watch—and for all the wrong reasons. It’s overly talkative, it lacks cinematic qualities, and it fails to sustain any level of interest. Only those interested in seeing everything Hitchcock directed should consider seeing this film.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Along with The Farmer’s Wife, Juno and the Paycock is highly unusual in that it does not contain any of the prevalent themes seen in Hitchcock’s other films.


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR


  
    
    

    
      	[image: ]

      	The use of sound rather than moving images to illustrate multiple occur-rences of gunfire.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF


    
      
      

      
        	[image: ]

        	Juno and the Paycock was based on a popular stage play of the time by Sean O’Casey.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	Another version was filmed in 1960. Directed for television by Paul Shyre, it starred Hitchcock collaborator Hume Cronyn.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: Desert Island Films (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: Synergy Ent (2009)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  RELEASE: AFA Entertainment (2010)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 16:9 Black & White)

  RATING: *

  NOTES: Not in original aspect ratio. Avoid.


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: *


  NOTES: Part of a set with nine other Hitchcock films, Alfred Hitchcock: Master of Suspense.


  RELEASE: Whirlwind Media (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: *
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  Murder!

  (1930)


  FILM FACTS


  PRODUCTION YEAR: 1930

  RELEASE DATES: July 31, 1930 (UK); November 24, 1930 (U.S.)

  STUDIO: British International Pictures

  FILMING LOCATION: Elstree Studios, Borehamwood, Hertfordshire, England

  PRESENTATION/ASPECT RATIO: Black & White/1.37:1


  SYNOPSIS


  When an actress is found murdered, the identity of the killer seems obvious to all—a colleague found at the scene, murder weapon next to the body. The evidence in hand, the accused, Diana Baring (Norah Baring), is quickly found guilty by a jury. But one of the jurors, Sir John Menier (Herbert Marshall), has second thoughts after the trial is over. He believes the young actress has been wrongly accused, and so goes on a quest to find the real murderer. What follows is a mystery in the classic Hitchcock style.


  IMPRESSIONS


  Hitchcock ventures back into familiar territory with Murder! It’s not a perfect motion picture by any means, but coming on the heels of Juno and the Paycock, it’s practically a revelation. The film is also a big indication that Hitchcock would easily make the transition from silent to sound. Blackmail was a noteworthy but flawed effort, Juno was pure drudgery, but Murder! is an artistic success.


  The story is simple enough: An actress in a theater group is murdered, and the murderer is obviously a colleague. In a brief segment that looks forward to Sidney Lumet’s 12 Angry Men (1957), a jury vigorously debates the case behind closed doors before offering (unlike Lumet’s film) a guilty verdict.


  But maybe the actual murderer isn’t so obvious after all. One juror, Sir John Menier, also an actor, suspects there is more to the story and vows to find the real killer. He looks for clues and finds them, and by the end of the film the real killer is revealed. The story is a cliché, to be sure, but thanks to Hitch’s growing confidence and his ceaseless quest to find new and inventive ways to present clichéd events—or, as we see in the climax, to create unique situations—Murder! is a study in early Hitchcock technique.


  
    WHERE’S HITCH?


    About an hour into the film, Sir Alfred walks past the house in which the murder occurred.

  


  Murder! brings to the table many of the elements that make a great Hitchcock film. We have a dead body, mounting suspense, clever cinematic flourishes, and a charismatic lead to guide us through the action. It’s more a straightforward mystery than a Hitchcockian meditation on suspense, but when coupled with Blackmail, Murder! offers an early glimpse at what the future would hold for the Master of Suspense.


  In something we’ll see in later films, the cinematic flourishes start right from the opening. Sir Alfred pans the camera down a city block and across a series of windows, each framing a tiny glimpse of story. (The shot calls to mind a film Hitch would make nearly twenty-five years later: Rear Window.) We see a crowd gathered at the site of the titular murder, and once inside the apartment in which the killing took place, we are given the information we need not with words, but with a flawless four-point move of the camera. Focus on a constable looking down, a concerned look on his face; pan left to a woman crouching next to him, shocked at what she is seeing; pan to a woman who looks as if she is in shock, wide-eyed and dazed; and finally draw the camera right for one last image, focusing on a corpse, the murder weapon laying next to the body. After the static camera work of Juno and the Paycock, Hitchcock’s bold, focused eye jumps off the screen. He knows just what he wants to show and how he wants to show it.


  He also knows when to use playful banter to lighten the mood—and, more importantly, how to use that same banter as a means to provide exposition. In a great sequence that immediately follows the scene described above, two women are making tea and chattering about the details of the murder. The women walk back and forth between rooms, the camera sliding along with them. It’s wonderfully realized. One wonders if the experience Hitchcock had filming this sequence would later serve as the seed for his bold camera experimentation in Rope. And in what may be one of the funniest bits seen from Hitch thus far, one of the victim’s neighbors speaks incoherently for a short while, only to be understood when he puts his dentures in his mouth. This amusing moment comes during what is an otherwise serious sequence of events. Hitchcock often used such techniques to great effect. Rarely is it done better than it is in this sequence.


  Murder! is the first Hitchcock film that completely takes advantage of the new technology in sound production. Hitch knew sound was yet another way to convey feeling and emotion. The use of audio and editing to set the tone during the opening sequence is pitch-perfect. One would not guess that sound was a new tool to the future Master of Suspense. In what is arguably the most creative piece of filmmaking seen thus far from Hitchcock, there’s a wonderful scene in which Sir John, the juror who has second thoughts, is thinking to himself while looking into his bathroom mirror. We don’t see him talking, but we hear his thoughts as a voiceover. In this day and age, it’s common for a character’s thoughts to be made audible, but this was certainly not the case in 1930. The technology to dub audio onto film had not yet been invented; this required creativity on Hitchcock’s part. He was able to accomplish this bit of audio trickery by playing a recording of the dialogue along with a live orchestra hidden behind the set. It looks and sounds so natural that the viewer would never guess how it was accomplished.


  Another technique worth noting in Murder! is Hitchcock’s use of shadows to convey action. Though not particularly inventive, it demonstrates that he didn’t want to simply point a camera at actors and let them do their thing. The status quo was never enough for him. He thrived on the challenge of discovering ways to improve his work. While a lot of these early films are a far cry from the masterpieces that made him a household name, they clearly illustrate that Hitchcock was an artist, not just a filmmaker.


  By 1930 it had become clear that there was a type of story Alfred Hitchcock was born to tell. With the exception of The Farmer’s Wife, his most entertaining films up to this point included murder, people under suspicion, and clashes with authority—all frequent Hitchcock themes. Murder! is, to this point, the most well-realized example of this: a film that tells a simple story, but tells it well—a film brimming with the kind of touches that scream Hitchcock. In just the third sound film of his career, he was already making bold technical leaps and innovating with new technology in order to tell his story in the most compellingly stylistic way possible—and all without losing his grasp on accessibility. That’s important to note. Above all else, no matter how artistic he got, Hitchcock was always accessible to the average viewer. This film may be laden with the stuff of cinema, from the brilliant stage curtain–to–jail cell cut (especially apropos considering the victim and the accused) to the dramatic silhouette of the rising hangman’s rope to the dizzying madness of the climactic suicide, but it never fails to work as direct and easy-to-digest storytelling. This was the tightrope Hitch would walk throughout his career.


  [image: ]


  There’s a feeling one gets when viewing a good Hitchcock film. This is apparent while watching Murder! more than any of the films seen to this point. In many ways, Murder! feels like The Wrong Man, a film Hitch would make twenty-five years later. In the latter picture, the innocent victim (Henry Fonda) attempts to prove his innocence, while in Murder! a juror does the work. The process is comparable and the resulting tone is almost identical. It’s interesting, then, that while so many of Hitchcock’s films have similar themes and dramatic devices, they are quite different in overall feel. These differences, slight as they sometimes are, make each of Hitchcock’s films a unique experience.


  Murder! has its share of flaws. The story is predictable and the performance from the actors is less than stellar, but that’s not the point. What we should appreciate about Murder! is that Hitchcock gets back to being Hitchcock. That’s a good thing.


  CONCLUSION


  If this analysis makes it appear that Murder! is a classic Alfred Hitchcock film, that’s largely because the context in which it appeared makes it stand out as one of his most Hitchcockian films thus far. Make no mistake: Murder! is a flawed experience, but because it is the most notable step to date toward the kind of film upon which his legacy would be built, it is also essential viewing for the Hitchcock student. The early look at his developing feel for suspense is enlightening, while the numerous cinematic flourishes make for good entertainment.
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  HITCHCOCKIAN THEMES


  Bathroom Scene/B.M. • Chaos in an Unexpected Location • Ineffectual Authority Figures • Man (or Woman) on the Run • Murder • Suicide • Wrongly Accused


  THINGS TO LOOK FOR
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      	An opening pan that looks ahead in time to Rear Window.
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      	The bold, confident movements of the camera, signaling Hitch’s further storytelling development.
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      	A scene during which Sir John Menier’s thoughts can be heard as he gazes into a bathroom mirror, a creative use of sound technology used at the dawn of the sound era.
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      	Creative editing and use of audio during the dramatic jury deliberations.
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      	Cross-dressing and suicide in a film from 1930.
    

  


  
    TRIVIA/FUN STUFF
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        	A German version of Murder! exists, called Mary. It was filmed using the same script and on the same sets, but featured a German cast.
      


      
        	[image: ]

        	When Sir John’s thoughts are audible to the audience during the bathroom sequence, the technology available did not allow the audio to be dubbed in later, so it had to be created “live” for the camera. In order to create the scene, Hitchcock had a real orchestra playing off-camera, with a recording of Sir John’s thoughts being played just off set.
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        	The UK version of the film is approximately twelve minutes longer, featuring an extended jury deliberation, further scenes of Sir John’s quest for the killer, and even a landlady, whose role was cut entirely from the U.S. release.
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        	This was Hitchcock’s third sound film, and his third film featuring a murder.
      

    

  

  


  DVD RELEASES

  


  RELEASE: Cobra Entertainment LLC (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***1/2


  RELEASE: Osiris Entertainment (2011)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: ***


  RELEASE: BCI/Sunset Home Visual Entertainment (SHE; 2005)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of a set with eight other Hitchcock films, The Essential Alfred Hitchcock Collection.


  RELEASE: Lionsgate (2002)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of The Alfred Hitchcock Box Set with The Ring, The Manxman, The Skin Game, and Rich and Strange.


  RELEASE: Delta (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Packaged with Jamaica Inn or as part of the Alfred Hitchcock: The Early Years boxed set.


  RELEASE: Laserlight (1999)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Part of The Collection boxed set.


  RELEASE: Madacy Entertainment (1998)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **1/2


  NOTES: Available as a stand-alone or as part of The Alfred Hitchcock Collection.


  RELEASE: Whirlwind Media (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **


  RELEASE: Unicorn Video (2001)

  (Dolby Digital 2.0 Mono, Dolby Digital 5.1 Surround, 1.33:1 Black & White)

  RATING: **




End of sample
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mount Pictures/Photofest © Paramount Pictures)





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_031.png
Thelma Ritter, Grace Kelly, and James Stewart (Paramount Pictures/Photofest © Para-
mount Pictures)
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Hitch amuses Tippi Hedren on the set of The Birds. (Universal Pictures/Photofest © Uni-
versal Pictures)
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Nova Pilbeam sleeps as danger lurks. (Gaumont British Picture Corporation of
America/Photofest © Gaumont British Picture Corporation of America)
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John Hodiak, Walter Slezak, Hume Cronyn, Tallulah Bankhead, Heather Angel, Mary Ander-
son, Henry Hull, and Canada Lee. (20th Century Fox Film Corp./Photofest © 20th Century
Fox Film Corp.)
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Cameraman Jack Cox and Alfred Hitchcock (far right) on the set of The Ring. (Photofest)
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A distraught Grace Kelly, a scheming Ray Milland, a deceased Anthony Dawson. (Warner
Bros./Photofest © Warner Bros.)
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Norah Baring and Herbert Marshall face each other in Murder! (British International Pic-
tures [America] Inc./Photofest © British International Pictures [America] Inc.)
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The doomed Desmond Tester is given instructions by Oskar Homolka. (Gaumont
British/Photofest © Gaumont Pictures)
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Reporter Joel McCrea watches over Eduardo Cianelli (center) and his coconspirators.
(United Artists/Photofest © United Artists)
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In this publicity still for Rope, Farley Granger and John Dall seem to keep Alfred Hitchcock
distracted, while James Stewart contemplates his next move. (Photofest)
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Robert Montgomery and Carole Lombard do their best to keep the comedy screwball.
(RKO/Photofest © RKO)
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Barbara Bel Geddes serves up murder. (CBS/Photofest © CBS)
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Jon Finch as Richard Blaney, Hitchcock's last man on the run. (Universal Pictures/Photofest
© Universal Pictures)





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.png
Percy Marmont, Peter Lorre, and John Gielgud in Secret Agent. (Gaumont/Photofest
© Gaumont)
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Marnie (Tippi Hedren) prepares to kill the only thing she ever loved. (Universal
Pictures/Photofest © Universal Pictures)
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Robert Donat silences Madeleine Carroll in The 39 Steps. (Gaumont Pictures/Photofest ©
Gaumont Pictures)
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Adam Williams, Martin Landau, and Robert Ellenstein force Cary Grant to take a drink.
(MGM/Photofest © MGM)
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Isabel Jeans as Larita in Easy Virtue. (Photofest)
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Joan Fontaine, Cary Grant, and Nigel Bruce share a lighthearted moment. (RKO Radio Pic-
tures/Photofest © RKO Radio Pictures)
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Cary Grant makes life difficult for Ingrid Bergman. (RKO Radio Pictures Inc./Photofest ©
RKO Radio Pictures Inc.)





