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Skeleton Keys
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By Francos Truffaut

When Cahicrs du Cinema decided to devote an e
o the films of Alfred Hitcheock, 1 planned that nn
contribution would be an article on Criticism with
relation to Hitchecock's Films, But from the start o
mv research 1 was so put off by the amount of non-
sense written about him that I gave up the sdea, shwe
1 still have a few friends in the profession! For m-
stance, one critic found fault with the happy endmny Of
Suspicion and, in another article, he was iur_li;_:n:mt
that Cotten had been made to die at the end of Shado
of a Dewbt. In both cases he accused the Censor u'itira:
out realizing that he was definitely wrong m one ol
the two cases. Besides, and 1'll prove it further on,
he was wrong 1 both. o

I prefer therefore, to give the readers of € ufuf'm
sonie general reflections on a cipéaste who, ;u‘mrrln‘];
to my personal hierarchy 1 place only after Renor,
Rossellini and Hawks. However, what 1 find maore
serions—perhaps because of the very esteem u-h‘irh
almost always accompanies it, is the misunderstandmg
of which he is the complatsant victim. Placing hardh
any value on what one calls “keys,” since closed de or-
should he lattered open with crowbars, and revolving
doors don't count since they have no locks, 1 opted
from then on for this “bunch of skeleton kevs.”

André Bazin was fortunate enough to have had two
jong meetings with Alfred Hitcheock, ant:I i st
quote here the most important passage of his article:
1 made him (Hitcheock) realize that one theme a
least kept recurring in his major films . . . that ot the
‘dentification of a weak character with a stronger.
held is moral captivity by the fascination excercised
very deliberately over him . . . as [ C onfess, when
the transference of personality finds in the sacrament
of penance a kind of theological Ec}ﬂﬁrmmitin,

“When he finally understood my meaning 1 saw,
for the first and only time in that interview, that he
was struck by a sudden and totally unforeseen sdea,
[ had found the chink in that armor of humor, He
smiled delightediy and T could follow the path of the
‘dea on his face. Clearly, the more he thought abow
it. the more pleased he was to discover its accuracy,
and it was from within himself that he found his con-
frmation— in the scenarios of Rear Hindow and To
Catch a Thief. 1t is the only incontrovertible DOIN!

made by Hitcheock's enthusisasts, but if this theme
reaily exists in his work, he owes it to them for having
discovered it.” |

I will attemipt to prove to you, my dear Aundre. that
Hitcheock, while he remained sient, was thinking only
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of wavs of making you believe that vou had just re-
vealed to hmit a secret of which he was nnaware. |
wil not give it up: Hitcheock hed to you and if vou
wiil onlv read this attentively, [ hope you will admit 1t,
because I am well aware of your unfailing good faith.

Aundre Bazin's extreme kindness incites him to
reassure us: m etect, what he s telling us 15 not 1o
worry. that he hunsel recently experienced a similar
disappomtment with \Wveler, and that my 1dea, though
false, 18 pood because 1t 15 ingemous,

So one must conclude that we are bad bedfellows,
or that our pride is mordinate since we wish to admire
not the wdea that we have of Hitcheock, but Hitcheock
himiself ; we do not want a genius unaware of himself.
I clam that Alfred Hitchock s more aware than
Renoir and Rossellins and perhaps — as far as I am
concerned — less great than thev because of the total
absence m s works ol that which Gide called the
“share of (zod.”

In 1940 Hitcheock's lifelong dream was realized:
he landed 1 America. The first il that he shot there
s Kebecea, and 1tis essential that T give a brief resumé
of s action. Haunted by the death of his wife
Rehecca, mvsteriously lost at sea. Maxim de Winter
falls in love with a young woman, and marries her.
From the moment of her arrival in the family mansion
Manderley, the new Mrs. de Winter 1s harassed by the
governess Mrs. Danvers, who was devoted body and
sotl to Rebecca. At a fancv-dress ball Mrs. de Winter
appears m front of her husband dressed in a costume
which she had made in great secrecy with Mrs, Dan-
vers advice. \When he sees the costume Maxim he-
comes violenth angrv ; this dress was the one Rebecea
had worn, and the maneuver of Mrs. Danvers would
have succeeded if the circumstances of Rebecca’s death
had not finally been revealed—finally to restore order

Thus 1in Hitcheock™s very first American filmy the
theme of the transference of identity appears with a
psvchological force greater than the use of the double
which one finds in several of his knglish films, among
them The Lady Vamishes, and also Foreign Corre-
spondent, which follow Kebecca in chronological order,
Foreign Correspondent tells the story of a voung
journalist who unmasks a Nazi spvy {Herbert Mar-
shall} and marries his daughter (l.araine Dav},

In 1942 — Swuspicion, where Joan Fontaine believes
that her elegant and charming hushand, whom she
knows definitely to he a gambler, a liar and a swindler,
wants to poison her. Few spectators notice that from
Lina’s first suspicions the direction, objective as it was,
becomes subjective and that from there on. sharing
her anguish, it 1s normal that we begin to dramatize
the least event with her. (Cary Grant loves his wife,
he 1s not a murderer, and has no desire to kill her).
That 1s why the end of the film is the best possible
end for it, since there are innumerable filins where the
husband 45 guilty and dies {(Gaslight of Cukor, re-
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make of Gashight by Dickinson taken fromy a play 1
Hamuiton, { ndercuwrrent of Vincente Minnelh, ete.

I will pass quickly over Saboteur which, like Foreign
(orrespondent, is nothing but an excellent detective
story, but | should like to mention that Prisaiila Lane,
prisoner of German spies, believes that thev wam 1o
poison her with a glass of milk, as m Swsproion.
{"Where there 1s an antidote, there 1s poson,” sasd
the detective in Bizarre, Bizarre . . )

And so we come to Shadowe of o Doubt which s
{after Suspicion) Hi!chﬂﬂcl{} second mportant il
Here a sequence of 16 frames taken from the Hlm
iself wounld express perfectly what 1 want to sav, hut
stnce that 1s impossible, words will bave to replace n.
inadequate as they are,

f. A furnished room; pensive, fullv-dressed. stretch
ed out on the bed, 1s Uncle Charlie { Joseph Cotten s
Imiportant pomt: the head s towards the night of the
screett, atid the door at the back 1s on the right ~ide
of the wall.

2. Two men are looking tor Cotten; he comes ot
of his house ; he i1s followed, but manages to foal the
o policemen.

3. Ina bhttle American town. Pensive, fullv-dressed.
stretched out onn the bed 1s Charhie Newton {Teresn
Wright ), Uncle Charlie’s mece. The direction of th-
sequence 15 1dentical with that m which Cotten wa-
first presented to us, but 1t s reversed: Terewn
Wright's head and the door at the back are on ths
left of the screen.

4. A sort of moral confusion takes possession ot the
Newton  family,  Charlte  suggests inviting Uncle
Charlie to spend a few weeks with them: sha leive-
for the post office to send the telegram, but just then
a cable arrives for the Newtons: Uncle Charlie an-
nounces his arnval,

5. Uncle Charlie arrives; the whole Newton tanuh
s waiting for him on the platiorm at the station.

6. Uncie Charlie has been the guest of the Newtim
fammily for some davs, and all seems 10 be gomng well:
it is only the audience which has guessed that 1 'nole
Charlie is that murderer of rich widows whon the
police are looking for.

7. Twoe voung men who clanm to be journahsts, b
who the audience as well as Cotten guess to be pohoe
mien, come fwice to the hotse, question the family and
photograph Uncle Charlie, in spite of himsell.

8. One of the two “journalists,” Jack Grahanm takes
Charlie to the cinema. On the wayv back, thev sit down
on a public bench. Charhe refuses to believe m her
Uncle’s guilt, but promises the police to say notlung
to him.

9. The mnvestigation continues. Uncle Charlie com-
mits two blunders which arouse and confirm Charhe s
SUspICions.

10. One morning, in front of the Church, the police
tell Charlie that thev will have definite proof i a few
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davs: the police are followmg In the hast, anothier
suspect whose commgs and goings o the towns where
the murders were committed correspond to the dates
on which they were comnutted.

11. Then follow freo attempts to murder Charlie,
under the guise of acadents. (We are shown Cotten
sawing a step m the stairwav, opening the exhaust of
the car and locking the garages. Buat one evenmng
Uncle Charlie announces his departure. The man the
police were followmy iy the East, the second suspect,
Hed as they were about to arrest honm at an airheld and
died. crushed by the propellers of a plane.

12, Convinced now of Uncle Charhie's guilt, his
ntece still hesitates to denounce hmm. “Your mother
would die f vou did,” he savs: but she entreats him
to fHee: he refuses,

13. The dossier for the investigation is closed, but
will Charhie speak 2 Second scene at the station; the
Newton familv accompames thewr dear Uncle Charlie
to the tramn; the children want te get m also. Charlie
goes m with themy. The train starts, the children
descend, but Cotten prevents Charlie from getting off
with them, and as soon as the traimn picks up speed he
tries 1o push her out| but she struggles and it 1s he
who talls out, and s crushed by a train coming from
the opposite direction,

14. last sequence. Second scene m front of the
Church: only Charlte and lack who are 1o be married,
know the truth. From the Church one hears the
funeral eulogv for Uncle Charlie, the benefactor. But
this same Chuarch later on will reverberate to the
strains of a wedding march : Charlie will become Jack's
wile, she will become a woman,

To the theme of wentity, which I have difficulty in
belteving 15 unconscious here, must correspond an
obsession with the number Two. It s in fact in this
manner that the extraordmary rhyvthm of the film
1s constructed.

ldentical presentation of the two Charlies. two
scenes at the Church, two scenes in the garage, two
visits by the police, two scenes of the Newtons'
at the dining table. twi murder attemipts, tweo scenes
at the station, framing the action and, above all this
which 1s admirable, tivo suspects, one in the West, the
other 1 the East, who are both crushed to death,
carrving their secret with them.

For the rest. nothing prevents us from thinking that
the other suspect, on his side, had murdered some of
thase widows.

In Notorious as in Foreign Correspondent the
heroie 1s the daughter of a spy. The opening of
Notorious shows us Alicia, a high-society wreck, with
a lfe disrupted by alcohol, whe becomes a spy be-
cause of her undeclared love for Devlin. Her mis-
ston leads her to marry the Nazn spy Sebastian
When, without her realizing it she has heen found out,
and Ahcma’s hushand starts to poison her slowly, Cary

Grant fimally adnmits his real fechngs for Abaa and
arrives just m thne to save her,

In Under Capricorn, whose scenario fean Domarchn
describes m detail elsewhere, Lady Hennetta will 1ol
low the same road as Alcia, the road which leads from
alcohol to patson. Accustoimed to the effects of alcohol
Alicia, as well as Hennetta, do not suspect that they
are bhemg poisoned, and 1t s only the fear of this
poisoning that is able to reveal to them the horror
of their past life, and efface 1t forever. Une does naol
pav enough attention, when speaking of Under (u-
pricorn, to the fact that Sam Fiusky paved for 1he
nirder that his wife conmmtted. Henretta, having
killed her brother 10 defend Sam, accomplished m jact
Sami's murder, te. the murder that Sam could have
connnitied.

It is the same situation in Strangers on a Tramn
Robert Walker offers to get nid of the tenms cham-
nion’s wife for him in return for which he, Farley
Grauger, has only to rid him of his father, a stupid
old man. It is the same dea of nnrder-exchange out-
hined in Under Capricorn. But there are no Huch-
cock couples without the idea of domination, and if
Judith Anderson, Carv Grant, Cotten. Madame hon-
stanin and Marpgaret [eighton terronze respectively
Joan Fontaine (Mrs. de \Winter), Joan Fontaine
{Linda}, Teresa Wrnight {Charhie), Ingnid Bergman
{ Alicia), and Ingrid Bergman (Hennetta), Kobert
Walker and Farlev Granger in Strangers on a Tram
as John Dall and Farley Granger in Kope, offer us &
sinister variant on the abject union of a madman and
a coward. Make no nustake about 1t : Hitchecock con-
demns the heroes of Strangers on g Tramn as unequuvo-
cally as those of Kope,

I Confess, and those who can read between the hnes
will understand Jacques Rivette's excellent criicism
of this film in Caluters. takes up again this basie theme
of exchange: the priest lets himself be judged for a
crime he has not committed. But the crimimal sacristan
s more mnocert than the priest because, taken by
surprise while steahng, he kills 1 seli-defense. The
crime, then. was not kis but the pricst's, siuce the
victimi was blackmasthing Anne Baxter because of the
priest, whose fancée she had been long ago.

[Yal M for Murder, ke Strangers on a Train. deals
with a perfect crime through an mterimediary. | know
very little about Kear Hmdote, but the subject of To
Coteh a Thief deserves to be described m detast i that
it renews with great ingenuity the theme of dents-
fication; Cary Grant is the chief of a gang of thieves
whose activities take on an international and quasi-
official standing, which saves him from bemg bothered
by the pohlice. Then follow, on the Cote d'Azur, a
series of robberies which bear the mark of Carv Grant.
of his pride and his glorv. They imitate, m a sort of
way, his hold-up techmque. Naturally the police are
powerless and because of the harm caused. Cary Grant
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decides to set himiself to cateh the imntidor, and arrives
at the conclusion : “Since he imttates me and plagiarises
tronn me, 1 can guess his itentions by asking myself
what 1 wonld do f | were mie, that is if T were he
trying to he niel”

One sees how faithiul Hitcheock has been to the
themes with which he has never ceased 1o deal since
Rebeeea, enriching them from film to fhm by divest-
myg them of their earlier irrelevancies. It is with-
out doubt in Under Capricorn and I Confess that that
which T dare, without Jaughing, to call the nmessage of
Hitcheock, finds purest and proudest expression. One
cannut demand of Hitchecock that each vear he offer us
a film of equal importance particularly since these
two were the least commercial and least appreciated
by the critics.

Cne does not realize clearly enough the inferior PO~
sition m which we critics find ourselves when face to
face with the creator of a0 film. We spend two hours
watching a filmy, seeing it badlv because if the story sets
us thinking about one image, the rest rush past a
vacant stare. But on leaving the film we still demand
to know as much as the director who prepared his film,
shot it, supervised the editing of it. Al directors. even
Marcel Blistene, know their films shot by shot, and
the sound-track by heart. The homage that one can
pax to an author or film-maker is to attenipt to kuow
and understand his book or his film as well as he does
hinsself,

When, on seeing Hitcheock's fihus over and over
agam one realizes that in spite of the variety of sources
and script-writers, the themes, the situations, are al-
ways the same, it becomes obviots that when Hitcheock
savs, “Wellt Pt ds true, but T never noticed it he lies
dehtberately. Hecause one cannot work for vears { sHice
1947), on the scenario of | Conjess without being
aware of its similarity to Rebecca, Suspicion, Naotori-
ous, Under Capricorn and Strangers on a Train, It is
ot due to the machinations of the Holv Ghost that
the films are so perfectly fitted together. One does not
wnprovise the construction of a scenario such as that
of Shadow of a Doubt,

Why Does Hitchcock Lie?

I. He was brought up by Jesuits,

2. Its secret, because secret there is, is so sinple
and based on so few words and so many mages that
it 1s from them that the sunple formula {;mfrgfﬂ. A
moreover, the secrets of its making are not divadged.
Hit{:hci:mk: revels in being misunderstood, more so be-
cause it oas on musunderstandings that he has con-
structed s life. Whereas a Graban Greene for ex-
ample aspires to be a Catholic novelist and his novels
to be metaphysical, Hitchcock prefers to remain in
front of one's eves, the master of suspense, in the
same way, the mtellectual Hawks makes westerns and
comdies, while Yves Allégret “dabbles in the intel-
tectual cinema.” Alfred Hitcheock is modest. He is
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not sterested m festivals, with a jury 10 discuss the
prize he should receive. He does it better himself.
He bhas always wld journalists "My only good film
1s the one | have just finished.”  Since he has made
this aunouncement 18 times, he must hike all his films,
and yet, to Chabrol who asked him: “Which is your
worst film?” he answered: “AN" Lies,

3. Hitcheock is a Hitcheockian character ; he loathes
having to explam himself. He must realize, however,
that one day he will have to behave like his characters
who assure their salvation by admitting this. But to
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adimit that he s o gewins is dithouit, particularly when
it 1s true.

We can never dispute the formal gemus of Hitch-
cock, even though we are suil squabbting over his re-
sponsihility ior the scenarios that he shoots.

It is evident that this permanence of themes what-
ever, so very rare in the lstory of cinema, Is not 1r-
refutable proof of his gemus. In another this wotld
reveal an “idée fixe’ and an mcapacity for self-renewal.
Since Hitchcock has been a Hollywood filmmaker for

15 years now, let us remiain inn the field of Amerncan

CHICHLL.

I 30 vears of sthent filos, Hotywood has produced
SO n}:t-:;lrr;}imrm among which Grifbth's True Hyeurt
Susie and Murnau's Sunsise appear to e {o be the
purest. In the same way that 1 am incapable of :s.t:f:*m;_:
True Heart Susic without thinking of Sergeau York
of Hawks, 1 cannot see SHnrse without thinking of
titcheock. 1 in Murnaw’s film the country Wonan
Hawksian, it 1s the same stylization of actmg as wlhen
silly dances perfidiously around San Fitlﬁi«f}'. T?w
pag of the straps could be Hitcheock, There 1s agam,
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Dial M for Murder (1954): Roy Milland, Grace Keily. Conscience through coliage.
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the beauty of ideas, thetr finesse, ther ranty, hehimd
the nnage which they create,
in is persevering mediocrity, French cmena offers
the advantage of presenting us with teuching hdely,
the nnage of what one must never do.
—An Idea from the French Cinema
Ia Les Orgueilleny, Michele Morgan, newly-widow-
ed. at the end of her resources, sends a telegram to
her family, asking for monev. The employee at the
PPast Office counts the number of words and tells her
the amount, to which she replies, “Take out ‘love’.”
And that is typical of the ideas one finds m almost
all French films It is not an idea of the director
Yves Allégret, but of the script writer Jean Aurenche.
It has the double merit of being impressive and of
giving Geneviéve Agel something to think about, It
has, on the other hand, the triple inconvenience of
heing hase, of making each spectator an mtellectual,
and of affirming the superiority of authors over their
characters since Michéle Morgan is unaware of the
cruelty of her “mot d'enfant’ (child’s word).
—And Here, an Idea of Alfred Hitchcock's
My well-known impartiality led me to pick two films
which have a common subject — the downfall of a
woman, and her salvation.

In {U'nder Capricorn Ingrid Bergman is at the height
of her downfall. In order not to see the reflection of
her moral ngliness in her own eves, she remaves all

anrrors irom her home, Michael Wilding whe hie
takenn on the seli-tmposed task of making her conne
alive again, evokes for her the beauty of hus natne
Irefund where “the gorse still grows on the top of the
hills.” He takes off his jacket, holds 3t behmd a4 wine
dow-pane and forces Henrietta-Bergman to look st hey
stifl-intact beauty, as m a nurror.

Since the job of dialogue-writers is to write didogue,
one knows hetter than to attribute this 1dea to them.
This is an idea of Hitchcock's, ke the glass of water
o1t the forehead of the Auorney General e J Confesy,
These are directorial ideas. A very good dea’

Renoir and Rossellint are the greatest contemporary
directors. because they freguently transcend the bar-
rier of sound. and it is thus that therr gents s
affirmed. o this penetration of the barrier of sound
they pass from the false to the more real than real.
With the idea of the window-pane v Under Capricorn
[ was seized by a similar vertigo. and that s why. as
long as I am not able to find a similar tdea i other
directors, I will continue to msist on placing Hitcheock
above them. On the other hand, it 1s only normal thu
we woukd admire Hawks and Hnchcock, the only
cinéastes who appear to have absorbed the hernage
of Griffith and Murnau, with something added. For,
since The River. Monkey Business and {nder Co-
pricorn, the cinema has entered what we can well call

“The Phase of Inteliigence.”
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Strangers On A Train (1951): The transfer of guilt from Robert Walker to Farley Granger.
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