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Alfred Hitchcock

By Nicholas Haeffner

Essex: Pearson, 2005. ISBN: 0-582437385 (pbk). ix + 125 pp. £16.99 (pbk). 

A Review by Thorsten Carstensen, New York University, USA

When asked about his approach to film style, director Alfred Hitchcock replied, "It's just like 

designing composition in a painting. Or a balance of colours. There is nothing accidental, there 

should never be anything accidental about these things". Hitchcock's movies are indeed flawlessly 

designed, and his oeuvre is replete with perfectly orchestrated scenes. On his movie sets, 

spontaneity was subjected to the director's master plan; to the ideas of "one guiding mind", as he 

once put it. However, even though Hitchcock was eager to tap the full visual potential of the 

medium, it would be unjustifiable to conclude that in his cinema the fascination with stylish surfaces 

triumphs over content. As Nicholas Haeffner points out in his illuminating book Alfred Hitchcock, the 

director's oeuvre is in fact "quite rich in meaning" (47). More precisely, his movies demand and 

reward close attention to detail, and they most certainly reward a critic like Haeffner who engages in 

a cautious analysis of plot and character rather than dissolving the movies in a whirlpool of eclectic 

film theory. Instead of focussing on individual films, the strategy introductions to Hitchcock usually 

pursue, Haeffner approaches the director's legacy from a wide range of topics. He considers various 

cultural influences that shaped Hitchcock's cinema as well as issues such as authorship, image and 

sound (including the strikingly effective use of silence), mimesis and audience representation. Finally, 

Haeffner turns to "the uses and abuses" of feminist and psychoanalytic film theory, rounding off a 

profound and accessible introduction to a filmmaker who has long become "a cultural phenomenon 

of the first order" (113).

In what is the most illuminating chapter of the book, Haeffner addresses the question of realism in 

Hitchcock's cinema. As the author puts it, "Hitchcock's formalism and his interest in realism are not 

only compatible but also constantly in a creative tension" (56). This is especially evident in The 

Wrong Man (1957), a movie that engages in a profound play of light and shadow and makes use of 

high and low angle shots; aesthetic strategies, in other words, which are reminiscent of the 

Expressionist cinema of Fritz Lang and other Weimar filmmakers (62). At the same time, Haeffner 

argues, The Wrong Man, based on a true story, is a fine example of Hitchcock's interest in 

documenting everyday activity. The director insisted on creating set designs which had characters 

situated in an authentic milieu. By accumulating details that might be insignificant for the actual plot, 

he aimed at creating the effect of verisimilitude, which was to be underscored by a "stark, colourless 

documentary treatment," as he told his photographer Robert Burks. With The Wrong Man, 

Hitchcock thus abandoned the sleek, polished cinematography that had rendered To Catch a Thief 

(1954) so elegant.

Comparing Psycho (1960) and The Birds (1963), two of Hitchcock's major achievements that 

redefined the horror genre, Haeffner exemplifies how the director departed from relatively 

unambiguous filmmaking to a more poetic and metaphoric brand of cinema. As Haeffner points out, 

"with its exploration of horror and madness in the midst of everyday life and its love of sordid, 

realistic detail," Psycho displays qualities that are usually associated with nineteenth century 

naturalism. Most importantly, it was one of the first Hollywood movies to depict horror as a 

phenomenon that occurs in a domestic, all-American environment: the roadside motel. Maybe the 

most significant contribution to the film's creation of suspense is Bernard Herrmann's score, which 

"sets up an air of dread and near panic, even before the story has started" (108). However, 

Hitchcock ultimately sought to produce a sense of relief in the viewer by having a psychoanalyst 

emerge on the scene, who explains Norman Bates' motives and thus appeases an audience that 

just witnessed what Andrew Sarris has called "the incursion of evil in our well laundered 

existence" (110). The Birds, by contrast, far from offering the audience any kind of relief, refused to 

provide an ultimate explanation for the animals' fatal attacks. When Hitchcock denied his movie the 

closure that was regarded as a major virtue of classical Hollywood cinema, he demonstrated his 

affection for the vague, indeterminate cinema of directors such as Bergman, Antonioni and Godard. 

While the film's ambiguous and gloomy ending may have alienated some of Hitchcock's regular 

audience, as Haeffner points out, it was also "perfectly in tune with the ideals of the newly 

fashionable European art film" (99).

According to Hitchcock himself, the fundamental principle in filmmaking should be "to make the 

audience imagine things that they don't actually see by feeding their imagination with just the right 

amount of information" (112). Anyone who has had the pleasure of watching Psycho on a big screen 

will be aware of the director's power over the audience's initial emotional response. Haeffner notes 

that the use of cross-cutting, intended to keep the audience suspended in narrative time, as well as 

the tension between subjective and objective shots and an evocative mise-en-scène are key 

elements in Hitchcock's suspense technique. "I was directing the viewers. You might say I was 

playing them, like an organ," Hitchcock claimed of Psycho, comparing the act of watching his movie 

to a visit to an amusement park: "The processes through which we take the audience, you see, it's 

rather like taking them through the haunted house at the fairground."

Ironically, while the director was indeed successful in manipulating theatregoers, his critics have 

proven more than willing to appropriate his films in a number of ways that are often "inconsistent 

with Hitchcock's intentions or expectations," as Haeffner points out (103). 

Psychoanalytic criticism could be seen as one such attempt. Scholars like Robin Wood have been 

eager to put a Freudian label on the movies, some of which were actually composed by screenwriters 

with a profound interest in the theories of Sigmund Freud. But does psychoanalytic theory, apart 

from shedding light on occasional Freudian moments in Hitchcock's cinema, actually provide a helpful 

frame of interpretation, or has it merely saddled his films "with extraneous or irrelevant theoretical 

baggage" (81)? Haeffner concludes that reading the films alongside psychoanalytic theory is in fact 

illuminating, since their general worldviews tend to converge (85). For instance, Oedipal structures 



are ubiquitous throughout Hitchcock's work, as is Freud's idea that sexual pleasure and violence are 

closely linked. As Truffaut famously remarked, the director filmed love scenes like murders and 

murder scenes like love scenes, an assertion that is illustrated by the satisfied smiles that 

supplement the strangling of women in Strangers on a Train (1950) and Frenzy (1972). At the same 

time, Hitchcock seems to draw on Freud's insight that behind the façade of civilization and reason 

looms the dangerous and yet attractive underworld of desire. As Uncle Charlie says in Shadow of a 

Doubt (1943), "the world is a foul sty. Do you know that if you ripped the fronts off houses you'd 

find swine?" Here, Haeffner agrees with Robin Wood, who sees as the "essence of Hitchcock" the 

characters' attempts to maintain a rigorous order in life by suppressing the more vivid underworld. 

Undoubtedly, Psycho and The Birds showcase moments when the two spheres clash -- when the 

irrational invades the mundane world and begins to threaten bourgeois values.

Feminist criticism has been the most common means of appropriating Hitchcock, who has often 

been found guilty of conscious misogyny. In her seminal essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative 

Cinema," published in 1975, Laura Mulvey, for instance, referred to Rear Window (1954) and Vertigo 

(1957) in order to argue that in mainstream cinema "the determining male gaze projects its fantasy 

onto the female figure which is styled accordingly". However, in response to critics who accuse 

Hitchcock of his "tight-lipped fear and loathing of women", Haeffner maintains that the 

representation of women in his films is, rather, "complex and shot through with 

contradictions" (67). While mothers are frequently characterized as "monstrous or neurotic" (think 

of Mrs. Bates in Psycho, or Mme Sebastian in the 1946 classic Notorious), other female characters 

are idealized. As Molly Haskell pointed out in her study From Reverence to Rape (Chicago University 

Press, 1973), the "cool blonde" women in Hitchcock's cinema experience "long trips through terror" 

because they withhold love, sex and trust; the brunette type, on the other hand, is usually shown 

as "down to earth, unaffected, adoring, willing to swallow her pride". Haeffner extends Haskell's 

argument by drawing attention to the fact that Hitchcock's cinema offers the audience "two axes for 

identification, one identifying with the male aggressor, the other with the female victim" (79). As a 

consequence, his movies repeatedly oscillate "between identification with and objectification of 

women" (80).

One particularly instructive approach to Hitchcock is to consider his films as what Leo Braudy calls 

"closed films". According to this theory, all objects and characters existing within the architecturally 

complex spaces that these movies create serve designated functions. In keeping with Braudy's 

concept, Haeffner observes that even though Hitchcock's films may be "detached, ironic, blackly 

humorous" (113), the director in fact considered himself a teacher whose task it was to educate his 

audience. His films often engage in social critique, and The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934), Rear 

Window and The Birds each portray their main figure's development from a "complacent carefree 

existence to one which is socially aware and responsible" (96). The characters in these films undergo 

journeys in the course of which they arrive at "some notion of social citizenship" (99). Haeffner 

argues that Hitchcock explores issues of perception by presenting characters who are "complacently 

blind to the truth of the world around them" and only see what they wish to see (86). As Dr. Brulov 

puts it in Spellbound (1945), "The human being doesn't want to know the truth about itself". 

Ironically, the psychologist himself is the one who wrongly insists on the protagonist's guilt. Time 

and again, Hitchcock juxtaposes an objective reality with a subjectively distorted world. As Haeffner 

argues very convincingly, the director here offers a moral critique: by misleading or confusing 

others, Hitchcock's characters "cause, perpetuate or become accomplices in harm done to others 

and to themselves" (87). Hitchcock felt the screen to be the ideal medium for shaking up a public 

that was becoming increasingly smug and self-satisfied. Underneath this director's passion for style, 

then, lies a didactic intent routinely overlooked by moviegoers and scholars alike.

Even though Nicholas Haeffner's account of Hitchcock's cinema carries the risk of cursoriness, his 

careful analysis of exemplary scenes, as well as his consideration of social contexts, render his thin 

volume an intriguing addition to the critical canon. Haeffner's major strength certainly resides in 

negotiating different scholarly viewpoints without losing readers in the ever-growing jungle of 

academic literature on Hitchcock, the most influential examples of which are incorporated in the 

comprehensive bibliography in the appendix. While re-examining the work of Alfred Hitchcock from 

multiple perspectives, this exceptionally readable and concise book succeeds in providing a well-

balanced overview of the criticism that is as diverse as the filmmakers' oeuvre itself.
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