The Last Word: Images in Hitchcock’s Working Method

SCOTT CURTIS

If we listen to Mr. Hitchcock, we get the distinct
impression that he is in total control of every
aspect of production, that he plans the film com-
pletely—down to the last frame—before he even
steps on the set, and that once the film is shot
{which at that point is apparently boring for him),
there is very little for editors to do except glue
the pieces together, so efficient is his shooting
style. Here are, for example, some excerpts from
conversations between Hitchcock and various

interviewers:

Q: How much of the scripts do you in fact write
yourself?

A: Oh, quite a bit. You see, | used to be a writer
myself years ago.1

Q: Is the smallest period involved in production
the shooting period?

A: Ohyes. I wish | didnt have to shoot the picture.
When I've gone through the script and created the
picture on paper, for me the creative job is done
and the restis just a bore.”

a: Mr. Hitchcock, what about your editing meth-
ods? When do you start to edit your films, and are
you able to edit them right through to the very
end without anyone else interfering with it?

A: Well I—following what | have said—do shoot a
precut picture. In other words, every piece of film
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is designed to perform a function. So therefore,
literally, the only type of editing that | do is to tight-
en up. If aman’s coming through a door, going
into the room, then you just pull that together by
just snippets. But actual creative work in the cut-
ting, for me, is nonexistent, because it is designed
ahead of time—precut, which it should be.’

a: / had understood that you evaded interference
by shooting things out of order.

A: No, | just normally work that way. To me, a pic-
ture must be planned on paper. People are always
asking me why | don‘t improvise on the set, and

| always reply, “What for? I'd rather improvise in a
room with the writer.” My method is very simple.

| work out a treatment with my screenwriter. In
order to do this, you've got to have a visual sense.
I never look through the camera; | think only of that
white screen that has to be filled up the way you
fill up a canvas. That's why | draw rough setups for
the cameraman.’

a: Are you saying that when you see the material
[the story], you can visualize the entire movement
of that film?

A: Yes, definitely.

Q: The whole film?

A: Beginning to end.

a: Could you do that in 1922?

5
A: Yes.



Now, there is certainly a showman in Hitch-
cock. He was very conscious of his public image,
and here we can see that Hitchcock was not above
polishing it a bit when given the chance. Of course,
there were very good reasons for him to do so,
especially since he worked in a town where image
is everything. But it was not simply a matter of
ego; self-promotion was also a means of job pro-
motion. That is, by demonstrating in interviews
and on set that he was able to control or contribute
to all aspects of filmmaking, Hitchcock helped to
establish himself as someone who could not only
direct films but produce them as well. To be able
to produce one’s film was highly desirable for
any director working within the studio system,
because it meant far less studio oversight. Hitch-
cock had constantly battled with producers
(such as C. M. Woolf in Great Britain and David O.
Selznick in the United States) for creative control
and was finally able to produce his own films start-
ing with Rope in 1948.

But reading his interviews could give the
impression that Hitchcock is amplifying his author-
ial role in the film at the expense of others, that he
is claiming that he did not need the screenwriter
or the production designer except to have them
execute his preconceived plans. True enough,
Hitchcock had his hand in nearly every stage of
production and planned extensively during pre-
production. It is also true, as we will see, that he
had an amazingly visual sense of storytelling. But
if we look closely at his production methods, as
this exhibition does, we find that accident, improv-
isation, and collaboration play a much larger role
in a Hitchcock production than he would have us
believe. It's not that he didn’t plan, but film produc-
tion is so filled with variables that no one, not
even Hitchcock, can anticipate them all. Indeed, far
from being a nuisance, these variables demanded
a technical, problem-solving expertise that Hitch-
cock not only possessed but thoroughly enjoyed
putting to use. But more to the point, a close
examination of his production methods reveals
that even for Hitchcock, master planner and auteur
extraordinaire, filmmaking is a fundamentally col-
laborative enterprise.
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The tension between planning and improvisa-
tion comes through most clearly when we exam-
ine the way Hitchcock and his team used images
in the production process. Simply, ideas were
written and drawn before they were photographed.
Hitchcock worked with a screenwriter to come up
with a written framework (the script), then he
worked with a production designer to come up
with a visual framework (sketches, storyboards,
etc.). These frames indicate the collaborative
nature of filmmaking, certainly, but they also speak
to the need for improvisation and problem solving
on the set. For, despite claims to the contrary, the
relation between the script and storyboards and
the finished film is not always exact. Consider the
use of storyboards, those drawings that map out
action in a given scene, sometimes the entire film.
On one hand, we have many technicians, assis-
tants, writers, producers, and others attesting to
the importance of storyboards for Hitchcock'’s
working method. Each testifies confidently that the
storyboards played a vital, even paramount, role
in the construction of the film. There might have
been some room for improvisation, but very little.
“Thank God for the storyboard,” assistant editor
for Rear Window (1954) John Woodcock said.

“We even had a copy to assist in the editing.”6

Or take, for another example, this testimony from
Hitchcock’s longtime assistant, Peggy Robertson,
in her oral history with Barbara Hall:

HALL: So a lot of factors that he couldn’t have
considered in his storyboards he was deciding as
you went along?

ROBERTSON: Yes, as we went along. Not many
though, the important thing was the storyboard
of course.

On the other hand, we have the evidence of the
films, which, more often than not, vary consider-
ably from the storyboards. Then there is the fact
that Hitchcock did not actually use storyboards
for every scene in his films. We also have, as Bill
Krohn has demonstrated, evidence from the pro-
duction records that Hitchcock was not nearly

as tied to script or storyboard as the legend would

have us believe. There was, for example, much



reshooting in Notorious (1946), as the story that
took shape on the set required retakes of scenes
shot at the start of principal photography.8 In
other words, it seems that sometimes the pre-
planning was not the end of Hitchcock’s creative
work on a film.

So what are we to make of this apparent
discrepancy in the historical record? We might
attribute it to what could be called the “Hitchcock
mystique of authorship.” As we have seen, Hitch-
cock gave the impression that he had already
made the movie in his head by the time he walked
on set, that he had visualized it in storyboards
and then merely hung around during principal
photography to make sure everything went his
way. This is a more or less constant theme in the
publicity surrounding Hitchcock, which empha-
sizes not only the importance of preplanning (and
hence storyboards) for his working method, but
also his authority as sole creative force behind
each film. We might speculate that, caught up in
this mystique and myth, Hitchcock's fellow crew
members simply overemphasized the importance
of storyboards for his films.

But there is another possibility. It could be that
we see a discrepancy because we—perhaps led on
by the master himself—misunderstand the role of
drawings in Hitchcock’s method. Maybe when we
compare the storyboards with the finished prod-
uct, expecting one to follow the other, we misun-
derstand this relationship. | would argue that this
is exactly the case: that Hitchcock’s storyboards do
not always function as a visual contract between
director and crew; they are not always a steadfast
guide to the visual execution of the film. Moreover,
not all drawings for a film are storyboards, and
this may be a point of confusion as well. In fact,
it is more accurate to say that the drawn images
served multiple functions for a film, and often
different functions from film to film. And this pos-
sibility would explain the importance of these
images for the various crew members who have
commented on them: they saw the sketches so
often, in multiple films, contexts, and functions,
that the drawings became a visual emblem of
Hitchcock’s method and authority. The crew saw
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the drawings at different points in the process; like
the script, they were a constant feature in the pro-
duction. But unlike a script, they served a variety
of functions.

So this essay will sketch out the various kinds
of images found in a Hitchcock production (and, by
extension, any studio film), but it will also outline
how these images functioned. | find that the drawn
images in a Hitchcock film served four overlapping
functions:

Brainstorming

After acquiring a property, Hitchcock would
sometimes send it to a trusted production design-
er, such as Robert Boyle for The Birds (1963), and
ask him to make some sketches based on his
reading of the story (plate 1}. These drawings were
not meant to be a detailed rendition of each scene
in the film. Instead, they were meantto actas a
starting point, something to get the conversation
started, as it were. They functioned to get the
creative process going between director and pro-
duction designer.

Communicating

Sometimes an image did serve to guide the crew.
But we must emphasize that it was only a guide,
not a firm contract. Scripts were constantly being
revised, and images were being revisualized,
which helped everyone know exactly what was
going on at that stage in the production. Images
served as a means of communicating visually
what Hitchcock and his principal collaborators
had in mind. They also sometimes functioned as
directions for executing a specific task, such as a
process shot or an insert.

Problem solving and executing

Complex scenes, such as the crop-dusting scene
in North by Northwest (1959), required shot-by-
shot planning (plates 56a-d). Hitchcock and his
production designer or cinematographer would
sketch out the visual elements of the scene before-
hand to try to solve knotty problems of camera
movement or placement. These could also help
the editing along, since they could be easily shuf-
fled and reordered to try out different shot combi-
nations in an era before offline editing.



Publicizing
Pictures spoke to more than the crew. At least
since Saboteur (1942), studio publicity depart-
ments recognized the value of Hitchcock’s images
for promoting the films. So along with publicity
photos of Hitchcock and his crew working, or of
scenes in the films, studios would also often
include photos of sketches used in the production.
Generally speaking, then, if we look closely at
the drawn images in a Hitchcock production, we
will find that his sketches and storyboards, rather
than eliminating the need for improvisation, actu-
ally allowed Hitchcock to be extremely flexible
during shooting.

A Brief Taxonomy

But first we must categorize the kinds of drawn
images one would find in the production process.
We can start with images that a director approves,
even supervises, but which are primarily the
domain of department heads. These include
wardrobe sketches, production and set design
drawings, and architectural plans.

Wardrobe sketches

Hollywood studios do not buy clothes for their
stars “off the rack.” They are tailor-made for them.
Wardrobe sketches are the designs for these cos-
tumes; they are the plans for the character’s “look”
before the clothes are actually made. Some of the
greatest fashion designers—Christian Dior, for
example—have contributed wardrobe ideas to
feature films. But the best wardrobe designers who
worked for the studios—Edith Head, for example,
comes immediately to mind—were incredibly
versatile in their ability to design costumes for a
range of periods and characters (plate 4). In fact,
the wardrobe sketch is only nominally created for
the tailor and costumer; it also serves to sketch out
the character. If “clothes make the man,” then

we know something more about the nature of the
men (and women) in the film by examining the
wardrobe sketch. In this respect, these drawings
are an important point of collaboration between

the wardrobe designer and the director.
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Production and set design drawings
The same is true for the production or set design.
It is often hard to tell the difference between “pro-

" ou

duction design,” “art direction,” and “set design”;
their domains are certainly blurred. Generally
speaking, however, “production design” refers to
the overall “look” of a film, while “set design”
denotes the plans for individual sets. The art direc-
tor may be in charge of overall production design,
but he or she might also be confined to dressing
sets, depending on the individual production and
studio convention. During the classical Hollywood
period, from the 1920s through the 1950s, the art
director oversaW production and set design. Later,
however, the tasks were sometimes split and we
see credits for both production designer and art
director. Production design drawings often give
more information about the action than set design
drawings. Set design drawings suggest the visual
pattern of the film—the era, the mood, even the
lighting—while providing the set dresser with
guidance for such details as furniture style. These
drawings can be highly detailed, even painterly
renditions, since such things as color can be an
important factor in designing the look of the scene.
But if we examine production design drawings
such as those for Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt
(1943), we see that they indicate not only the

style and mood of the film but also specific story
action (plates 22-30). In this case, production
design drawings are doing much of the work that
would later be done by storyboards, which focus
on action without much concern for lighting or
atmosphere.

Architectural plans

But before a room can be dressed or filmed, it
must be built. Floor plans are architectural render-
ings of a set drawn by the production designer.
They look very much like blueprints for a house
and function in much the same way: as a plan for
the construction crew to follow when building the
set. There is an important difference, however, as
we can see in Henry Bumstead's plans for the sets
of Rebecca (1940) or Robert Boyle's renderings for
the Mount Rushmore house in North by Northwest

































