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reface:
The Showman and

the Artist

It is a warm evening in the late spring of 1960. Film fans across
America flock into theaters and settle into their seats, munching
popcorn as they wait for the lights to dim. In each of these movie
houses the ritual is the same. The main feature (iE }i) does not begin
right away. Instead, an assortment of “trailers”—short promotional
films touting the theater’s “coming attractions”—fill the screen. These
trailers consist mostly of brief snippets from whatever movie is being
advertised. The bits of action and dialogue are usually combined
with some breathless narration from an unseen announcer, while an
array of boldly lettered phrases appear over the images, emphasizing

»

adjectives like “exciting,” “romantic,” or “spectacular.”

On this particular evening, however, one trailer stands out as different
from the others. Filmed in black and white, it begins with a wide view
of a small, drab motel. A portly man, wearing a dark suit, white shirt
and tie, stands in front of the building. Words are superimposed: “The
fabulous Mr. Alfred Hitchcock is about to escort you on a tour of the
location of his new motion picture, ‘PSYCHO.” But even without
this information, the audience would have no trouble recognizing
Hitchcock. His round frame, balding head, and distinctive British-
accented drawl are instantly familiar from the television mystery
series that he hosts every week on the CBS network. Besides, he has
long enjoyed a reputation as the movies’ “Master of Suspense”—the
director of many elegantly crafted thrillers dating back to the 1920s.
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As the trailer proceeds, Hitchcock tells the audience that the motel
behind him might appear to be harmless but that it “has now become
known as the scene of the crime.” He pauses for an instant to let that
ominous fact sink in. Next, he points out another building, this one an
old Victorian house that sits atop a hill behind the motel. It is, he says,
“a little more sinister-looking, less innocent than the motel itself,” and
it was there that “the most dire, horrible events took place.”

“I think we can go inside,” the filmmaker adds, “because the place is
up for sale—although I don’t know who’s going to buy it now.”

The tour of the house includes a view of the staircase—the scene of a
murder whose ghastly details elicit a mock shudder from Hitchcock—
and a visit to the second-floor bedroom where a certain “maniacal
woman” lived. “I think some of her clothes are still in the wardrobe,”
Hitchcock remarks.

Now it is back to the motel and the parlor behind its office—“the
favorite spot,” we are told, of the woman’s son, a young man “you had
to feel sorry for.”

Hitchcock notes that the son’s hobby was taxidermy—“a crow here,
an owl there”—and that “an important scene took place in this
room.” Yet, he hints, something even more important took place
in “Cabin Number One.” And that, of course, is where he takes the
audience for the last stop on his little tour.

Inside the bathroom of the motel cabin, Hitchcock observes, “All
tidied up . . . Big difference. You should have seen the blood. The
whole place was, well, it’s too horrible to describe. Dreadful.” Moving
toward the shower curtain, Hitchcock continues: “The murderer, you
see, crept in here very silently. . . . The shower was on—there was no
sound, and . . . ” Hitchcock flings open the curtain. Cut to a close-up
of a woman screaming as a violin shrieks on the soundtrack. The title
“PSYCHO?” flashes on the screen, and the letters split jaggedly apart.

So began the advertising campaign for what would become the most
famous thriller in film history. The unusual, six-minute trailer for
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Psycho, playing off Hitchcock’s public image as something of a macabre
comedian, was hardly the only item in his promotional bag of tricks.
To emphasize the story’s shocking twists, the director insisted that -
Psycho must be seen “from the beginning”; when the film opened
that summer, patrons were refused admission if they showed up at
the theater after the feature had started. This policy extended even to
critics. Accustomed to viewing movies in special screenings before their
release to the general public, newspaper and magazine reviewers were
forced to see Psycho as part of the regular audience.

Such promotional tactics may have been a bit gimmicky, but they
certainly sparked moviegoers’ desire to see Psycho. And the film
itself obviously did not let them down, for it soon became the most
commercially successful of all Hitchcock’s films. Unfortunately,
the teasing showmanship that was used to publicize the picture
also reinforced the opinion of many at the time that its maker
was only a showman, an entertainer and nothing more. It was
widely taken for granted that no serious artist would work in the
crime-and-suspense genre. Certainly no artist would even consider
making something as horrific as Psycho and then go about
promoting it in such a frivolous way.

Viewpoints change, however. In the four decades since Psycho’s
release, countless critics have declared it a key work by a master
filmmaker. Its unsettling power and expert technique have inspired
hundreds of pages of critical analysis, and it remains among the
movies most commonly taught in film courses. Over the years, its
combination of violence, sex, and psychological horror, daring for
1960, has inspired dozens of imitations—usually turned out by
directors of far less talent, wit, and vision than Alfred Hitchcock.

Before his death in 1980, Hitchcock made a total of 53 feature films.
In addition to Psycho, his works include such suspense classics as
The 39 Steps, The Lady Vanishes, Shadow of a Doubt, Notorious, Rear
Window, Vertigo, North by Northwest, and The Birds. The director
often suggested that his talent for stirring audiences’ anxieties came
from the fact that he himself was full of fears. He claimed to be
terrified of getting so much as a traffic ticket, and he maintained
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an unusually cautious way of living—always following rigid daily
routines, always staying in the same hotels and dining in the same
restaurants, always claiming that his vision of happiness was a clear,
uninterrupted horizon.

Yet despite his devotion to routine and stability, in his work he was
ever willing to take on new technical challenges, and his contributions
to the ways in which stories are told on film are immeasurable. His
ways of composing images, of moving the camera, of placing one
shot next to another—all designed to grip his viewers and stir their
emotions—were truly masterful.

In his public statements, Hitchcock often lent support to those who
saw him only as an entertainer. He frequently said that technique and
style were his real interests, that he cared nothing for “content.” And
yet this claim is contradicted by the films themselves, which show
remarkable consistency, over the course of a 50-year career, in their
concern with the conflicts between guilt and innocence, trust and
suspicion, reality and illusion, order and chaos.

Showman or artist? Alfred Hitchcock was both.
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2 Ehe Grocer’s Son

from Leytonstone
FERIEERZ S

Ifred Joseph Hitchcock was born on August 13, 1899, in

Leytonstone, England, a community on the northeastern
edge of London. His father, William Hitchcock, operated
a retail and wholesale grocery business specializing in fruits and
vegetables. The rooms above the family shop served as living quarters.
It was there, at 517 High Road, that Alfred was born and spent his
earliest years under the watchful eye of his mother, Emma.

At the time of Alfred’s birth, the family business was thriving, a
benefit that came with the area’s swelling population. Located about
six miles from central London, Leytonstone had once been a sleepy
country village well removed from the bustle of the British capital,
but that was rapidly changing. Through much of the 19th century,
London underwent extraordinary growth. In the 1820s, its population
had numbered 1.5 million; by the end of the century, “Greater
London”—the core city and surrounding suburbs—contained some
6.5 million inhabitants. Towns like Leytonstone were engulfed (%
%) by this ever-widening urban sprawl (3817 it X3 &), which
some likened (H#i)k) to a “cancer” on the face of England. To others,
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