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Praise for Simply Hitchcock


  
  “With his customary style and brilliance, David Sterritt neatly unpacks Hitchcock’s long career with a sympathetic but sharply observant eye. As one of the cinema’s most perceptive critics, Sterritt is uniquely qualified to write this concise and compact volume, which is the best quick overview of Hitchcock’s work to date—written with both the cineaste and the general reader in mind. Rich in detail and observation, this is a book that unlocks the hidden terrain of Hitchcock’s work, written with the lifetime experience of a master.”

  
    —Wheeler Winston Dixon, author of Black and White Cinema: A Short History and Ryan Professor of Film Studies at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln
  

   

  “The faster the flow of publications on aspects of Hitchcock’s work—specific films and themes and periods—the greater the need for a clear and concise overview of all that he did and of just what has made him into such a central figure. David Sterritt delivers precisely this, in a form that is thoughtful, readable, and cogent: it is an ideal primer on Hitchcock, and full of insights for those who think they know all about him already.”

  
    —Charles Barr, author of Vertigo in the BFI Classics series and Emeritus Professor at the University of East Anglia
  

   

  “For everything you always wanted to know about Alfred Hitchcock, turn to David Sterritt, who shares his extensive knowledge of the acclaimed director’s life and career in an elegantly concise style. Simply put, this is a great book.”

  
    —Jan Olsson, author of Hitchcock à la Carte and 
    Professor in Cinema Studies at Stockholm University
  

   

  “David Sterritt packs incisive analyses of every Hitchcock film into a slim volume bursting with ideas, some startlingly new, others inventive variations on Hitchcock tropes. The result is a seasoned, highly readable exploration of Hitchcock as a whole—the myth, the reality, the major themes, the incomparable style, the personal idiosyncrasies, the staggeringly sustained achievement over six decades. Sterritt is especially deft at capturing Hitchcock’s paradoxes: his casual juxtaposition of the ordinary with the exotic, the real with the surreal, the cerebral with the theatrical. There is not a better place to start for those who are new to Hitchcock, but Hitchcockians will merit by having a work that synthesizes all of Sterritt’s well-known qualities—his elegance, erudition, and ability to pack complex ideas into entertaining commentaries. Like Hitchcock, Sterritt has the rare ability to speak to the specialist and the general audience. Not since Donald Spoto’s The Art of Alfred Hitchcock, published well before academia’s obsession with Hitchcock, has there been a work of such broad appeal.”

  
    —Jack Sullivan, author of Hitchcock’s Music
  

   

  “David Sterritt is widely recognized as one of the most knowledgeable, perceptive, and accessible commentators on Alfred Hitchcock’s career. He makes a convincing case for the charm, technical innovativeness, and often perverse wit of Hitchcock’s films and television shows while, at the same time, not shying away from exploring troubling aspects of his career. Relax with this delightful book and prepare for the illumination and sheer pleasure it delivers.”

  
    —William Luhr, author of Thinking About Movies: Watching, Questioning, Enjoying and Professor of English at Saint Peter’s University
  

   

  “Do we really need a new book on Hitchcock? David Sterritt shows that we do, as he brings his keen wit and penetrating intelligence to a study of the interconnections of Hitchcock’s life and art. Simply Hitchcock is a kind of guidebook on the director’s major themes that is both authoritative and fun to read.”

  
    —Christopher Sharrett, Professor of Visual and Sound Media at Seton Hall University
  

   

  “Simply Hitchcock is an incisive introduction to the master’s work. Erudite and accessible, Sterritt provides not only an overview of the career but vivid snapshots of the individual movies. The best way to read this book is alongside Hitchcock’s films: watch one or two, referring to Sterritt’s illuminating historical context as well as close analysis. Hitchcock set the standard for suspense, and this book helps us understand the reasons for his enduring impact.”

  
    —Annette Insdorf, author of Francois Truffaut and Professor of the Graduate Film Program & Director of Undergraduate Film Studies at Columbia University
  

   

  “Concise, even-handed, and always as enjoyable as it is informative, Simply Hitchcock is the book to have in hand when beginning to explore the vast and often imposing territory of Alfred Hitchcock’s life and works. David Sterritt handles the daunting task of surveying Hitchcock’s career of more than 50 years and more than 50 films elegantly and efficiently. We learn what to watch for—including curiously attractive and sympathetic villains, vulnerable and beleaguered but complexly resourceful women, eroticized murders, and murderous intimacies—even as we are advised to expect the unexpected from a filmmaker devoted to showing that the familiar is dangerous and strange. Well attuned to the technical virtuosity of one of cinema’s great stylists and the philosophical depths of one of its great thinkers, Sterritt skillfully prepares his readers for the challenges and delights of Hitchcock’s films, which he patiently demonstrates are evident in not only the acknowledged masterpieces but also in many of his lesser-known films that readers of this book should—and undoubtedly will—immediately add to their viewing queue.”

  
    —Sidney Gottlieb, Professor of Communication and Media Studies, Sacred Heart University and Co-editor of the Hitchcock Annual
  

   

  “It’s hard to imagine a better introduction to the work of that most enduring and popular of film auteurs than Simply Hitchcock. David Sterritt gets the balance just right: one learns about the technician, the producer, the businessman, the media personality as well as the artist who created some of the richest, most profound works in the history of cinema. The tone is lively and engaging, and there’s more than enough here to delight and surprise even those who swore they’d never read another word about Hitch.”

  
    —Richard Peña, Professor of Film, Columbia University and former Director of the New York Film Festival
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Other Great Lives


  
  Simply Austen by Joan Klingel Ray
Simply Beckett by Katherine Weiss
Simply Beethoven by Leon Plantinga
Simply Chekhov by Carol Apollonio
Simply Chomsky by Raphael Salkie
Simply Chopin by William Smialek
Simply Darwin by Michael Ruse
Simply Descartes by Kurt Smith
Simply Dickens by Paul Schlicke
Simply Dirac by Helge Kragh
Simply Einstein by Jimena Canales
Simply Eliot by Joseph Maddrey
Simply Euler by Robert E. Bradley
Simply Faulkner by Philip Weinstein
Simply Fitzgerald by Kim Moreland
Simply Freud by Stephen Frosh
Simply Gödel by Richard Tieszen
Simply Hegel by Robert L. Wicks
Simply Joyce by Margot Norris
Simply Machiavelli by Robert Fredona
Simply Napoleon by J. David Markham & Matthew Zarzeczny
Simply Nietzsche by Peter Kail
Simply Proust by Jack Jordan
Simply Riemann by Jeremy Gray
Simply Sartre by David Detmer
Simply Tolstoy by Donna Tussing Orwin
Simply Stravinsky by Pieter van den Toorn
Simply Turing by Michael Olinick
Simply Wagner by Thomas S. Grey
Simply Wittgenstein by James C. Klagge
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Series Editor's Foreword


  
  Simply Charly’s “Great Lives” series offers brief but authoritative introductions to the world’s most influential people—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other historical figures whose contributions have had a meaningful and enduring impact on our society.

  Each book provides an illuminating look at the works, ideas, personal lives, and the legacies these individuals left behind, also shedding light on the thought processes, specific events, and experiences that led these remarkable people to their groundbreaking discoveries or other achievements. Additionally, every volume explores various challenges they had to face and overcome to make history in their respective fields, as well as the little-known character traits, quirks, strengths, and frailties, myths, and controversies that sometimes surrounded these personalities.

  Our authors are prominent scholars and other top experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring each facet of their subjects’ work and personal lives.

  Unlike many other works that are merely descriptions of the major milestones in a person’s life, the “Great Lives” series goes above and beyond the standard format and content. It brings substance, depth, and clarity to the sometimes-complex lives and works of history’s most powerful and influential people.

  We hope that by exploring this series, readers will not only gain new knowledge and understanding of what drove these geniuses, but also find inspiration for their own lives. Isn’t this what a great book is supposed to do?

  Charles Carlini, Simply Charly
 New York City
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Preface


  
  Alfred Hitchcock was a legendary director, producer, impresario, entertainer, celebrity, and filmic philosopher. He was also an elegant host. On the weekly television program that bore his name, he welcomed viewers into every episode with a dignified “Good evening,” followed by a wry little speech or mini-skit that connected in a whimsical way to the drama about to begin. In that spirit, I’ll start this book about the Master of Suspense not in one of the places usually linked with him—his native England or his beloved Hollywood—but rather in the vaults of the New Zealand Film Archive, where a very Hitchcockian discovery made international news in 2010.

  What researchers found there were three film reels that everyone thought had been lost, destroyed, or allowed to disintegrate decades earlier. The reels contained the first half of The White Shadow, a 1924 feature to which the 24-year-old Hitchcock, then a rising young talent in the British film industry, had energetically contributed.

  It’s hard to say exactly how footage from this English production ended up in a New Zealand film vault. But this was an era when movies were regarded as mere commodities, to be tossed in the rubbish when their commercial possibilities were exhausted. If a print was in the hands of a faraway exhibitor when its prospects ran dry, the distributor might see no point in paying for return shipping. New Zealand is a long way from London and Los Angeles, so it’s easy to imagine a British or American company writing off copies of The White Shadow when no more theaters were in the market for them. A partly intact copy found its way to the New Zealand archive, where it was misidentified as an American movie—the titles and credits were missing, and it bore the mark of Lewis J. Selznick Enterprises, a Hollywood-based distributor—and stored under a generic title.

  The White Shadow attracted enormous attention when the National Film Preservation Foundation (NFPF) in Washington, DC, brought the picture (and other works with American ties) from New Zealand to the United States, energetically publicizing the Hitchcock connection. Public excitement about the discovery testified to the continuing magic of Hitchcock’s name—strong magic indeed, since only half of the movie was unearthed, and properly speaking, it isn’t even a Hitchcock picture. He worked on it as an assistant to Graham Cutts, the veteran British filmmaker who actually directed it.

  The important point here is Hitchcock’s ability to make news 30 years after his death. Media outlets ranging from CNN to Radio Scotland and New Zealand’s own Newstalk ZB covered the discovery of The White Shadow, and when the NFPF slated 176 recovered pictures for preservation to 35mm film and digital video, the opus by Cutts and Hitchcock was one of a dozen items released on a DVD called Lost and Found: American Treasures from the New Zealand Film Archive.1 Shortly afterward it joined a longer list of selections streamed on the Internet for all to see. The White Shadow was out of the shadows for good, and admirers now hope the second half of the film will turn up in some other archive where it’s been resting in obscurity since the age of silent cinema.

  Turning to Hitchcock’s career more broadly, his most famous contribution to the verbal lexicon of film is the word “MacGuffin,” which he explained repeatedly over the years. In a 1968 essay, he described it thus: “It’s something that the characters in the film care a lot about, but the audience doesn’t worry about it too much…. As a matter of fact I refuse to use the kind of thing [for MacGuffin material] which most people think is very important.”2

  Critics and scholars have glossed, paraphrased, and expanded on the word. Ken Mogg, editor of The MacGuffin and author of The Alfred Hitchcock Story, notes that it originated with Angus MacPhail, one of the director’s screenwriter friends. Mogg continues:

  
    The term [refers to] something that sets the film’s plot revolving…. It’s really just an excuse and a diversion. In a whimsical anecdote told by Hitchcock, he compared the MacGuffin to a mythical ‘apparatus for trapping lions in the Scottish Highlands’. In other words, it could be anything—or nothing—at all. In Notorious, it’s just a lot of fizz: uranium-ore hidden in [wine] bottles. In North by Northwest, it’s ‘government secrets’, whatever they may be. (Hitchcock considered that this was his ‘best’ MacGuffin, because virtually non-existent.) Actually North by Northwest turns out to be one vast MacGuffin, being full of ‘nothings’ like the ‘O’ in Roger O. Thornhill’s name, or the empty prairie, or the non-existent agent named Kaplan. In effect, the function of a MacGuffin is like the ‘meaning’ of a poem—which T. S. Eliot compared to the bone thrown by a burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind while the poem goes about its own, deeper business.  Hitchcock’s most prescient MacGuffin is in Torn Curtain, whose ‘Gamma Five’ project, concerning an anti-missile missile, anticipated by more than a decade President Reagan’s ‘Star Wars’ project.3

  

  Hitchcock’s analysis was correct: something must be at stake for the people in the story, but for the audience that “something” matters far less than the challenges, relationships, triumphs, and defeats of the characters who experience them.

  It’s also true, however, that some moviegoers care more about narrative details than about character psychology. For them, the MacGuffin’s inconsequentiality is a defect in Hitchcock’s films. They want to know who put the uranium into the bottles in Notorious, what’s on the strip of microfilm in North by Northwest, who taught the aircraft plans to Mr. Memory in The 39 Steps, just how Harry died in The Trouble with Harry, and for what possible reason The Birds are suddenly attacking the human race. Hitchcock had a word for moviegoers like these: he called them “Plausibles,” and he didn’t hold their opinions in high regard. For him, it was pointless to fuss over details that don’t seem “realistic,” as if anything is truly “realistic” in a motion picture, that artificial beast with two dimensions and straight-edged borders.

  Hitchcock dismissed such nitpicking cheerfully and also thoughtfully. “I’m not concerned with plausibility,” he told French film director François Truffaut in one of their interview sessions; “that’s the easiest part of it, so why bother?” He then remarked on the imperatives of his kind of cinema, contrasting the Hitchcock approach with the documentary method that had influenced but not taken over his style:

  
    There’s quite a difference, you see, between the creation of a film and the making of a documentary. In the documentary, the basic material has been created by God, whereas in the fiction film the director is the god; he must create life. And in the process of that creation, there are lots of feelings, forms of expression, and viewpoints that have to be juxtaposed. We should have total freedom to do as we like, just so long as it’s not dull. A critic who talks to me about plausibility is a dull fellow.4

  

  On another occasion, he summed it up in a sentence: “For me, the cinema is not a slice of life, but a piece of cake.”5

  David Sterritt
 Baltimore, MD
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Hitch


  
  What accounts for the power and persistence of the Hitchcock mystique? What’s the breadth and depth of his appeal, which reaches out to moviegoers of every kind, from Saturday-night entertainment seekers to connoisseurs of cinematic art?

  There’s no single answer to those questions, no unified theory to explain Hitchcock’s popularity. One reason for his enduring sway is the consistency of his commitment to the suspense film, a genre that’s both perennially alluring and flexible enough to accommodate changing public tastes in movie style and content.

  Another is his ability to deploy iconic movie stars in ways that either foreground their most charismatic traits—think Cary Grant’s inextinguishable charm in Notorious (1946) and North by Northwest (1959), or Grace Kelly in Rear Window (1954) and To Catch a Thief (1955)—or play them daringly against type, as James Stewart does in Rope (1948) and Vertigo (1958) and Doris Day does in The Man Who Knew Too Much (1956). Still, another is the remarkable durability of his own celebrity image, which he devised and cultivated as ingeniously as he designed, crafted, and promoted his films, television shows, and public appearances. To this day, his doughy face and fleshy figure are instantly recognizable symbols of mainstream entertainment with a thrilling, romantic tang.

  In my view, though, the most important single factor in Hitchcock’s unending popularity is something more profound—his never-ending fascination with the unresolvable tension between order and chaos, a fundamental concern of modern art and of modern life. Hitchcock was sometimes explicit about this, as when he acknowledged that The Birds (1963) is meant to show anarchic turmoil overtaking the forces of regularity, stability, and predictability that we normally take for granted in the world; this usurpation of power may be the inevitable outcome of humanity’s “messing about” with the age-old balances of our natural environment, but it may just as easily be something else, or—the most frightening prospect—it might be caused by nothing we can explain, or understand, or even know.1

  The danger of being thrust from the everyday world into a chaos world (to borrow critic Robin Wood’s suggestive term) was a philosophical issue of deep interest for the filmmaker.2 It was also a psychological and spiritual issue that stirred him to his bones. The threat, the likelihood, or even the possibility of a plunge into disorder, turmoil, anarchy, or madness was never far from his thoughts, as both his movies and his biography attest. He appears to have lived, labored, and dreamed in a state of half-repressed anxiety that was no less visceral for being largely bottled up behind a double façade of traditional British propriety and up-to-the-minute American achievement. Creative work was his safety valve, and the ability to communicate his half-hidden fears in universally meaningful forms was his saving grace.

  
    Soviets, documentaries, and the London Film Society
  

  Many factors played into the evolution of Hitchcock’s audiovisual style. Perhaps the most significant was the theory of film editing put forward by pioneering Soviet filmmakers—Sergei M. Eisenstein, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Aleksandr Dovzhenko, Dziga Vertov—in the 1920s. The greatest of these trailblazers was Eisenstein, who believed that individual shots should not follow each other like links in a chain but should contrast, conflict with, and even contradict one another from moment to moment, encouraging active thought in the spectator and offering visual excitement on the screen. A marvelous example of how brilliantly Hitchcock used this technique is the opening sequence of Strangers on a Train, where shots of walking feet build up a tense yet humorous rhythm while introducing the main characters and foreshadowing the role that chance and synchronicity will play in the story to come.

  Hitchcock also embraced what film scholars call the Kuleshov effect, named after Lev Kuleshov’s experiments with the ordering of shots to produce particular reactions in the audience. Hitchcock concisely explained this in a 1964 television appearance, linking it to the “pure cinematics” that he valued so highly:
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