Alfred J. Hitchcock (1899-1980)


“At sixteen I discovered the work of Edgar Allan Poe,” recalled Alfred Hitchcock, the great director of horror and suspense films.  “When I came home from the office where I worked I went straight to my room, took the cheap edition of his Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, and began to read.  I still remember my feelings when I finished ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue.’ I was afraid, but this fear made me discover something I’ve never forgotten since; Fear, you see, is an emotion people like to feel when they know they’re safe.”

In his more than fifty-year career of film making, Alfred Hitchcock has given viewers plenty of opportunity to experience fear.  He began directing films during the silent era and by the 1930’s he had established his reputation as a director of suspense thrillers.  By the time he directed Vertigo, Psycho, and The Birds, he had moved beyond suspense into terror.

Poe’s Influence


Hitchcock learned much from Edgar Allan Poe, the master of terror and suspense.  Poe’s influence is evident in Hitchcock’s vision of a morally ambiguous world in which the seemingly ordinary person is susceptible to madness and corruption. Like the characters Poe created, Hitchcock’s characters frequently must cope with the hallucinatory effects of guilt, paranoia, and loss of identity.  A character in Psycho seems to capture Hitchcock’s view of the world when he says, “We all go a little mad from time to time.”

Themes and Techniques


Hitchcock’s psychological thrillers explore many of the themes and ideas that Poe used in his stories and poems.  Most striking is the recurring conflict between appearance and reality.  Many of Hitchcock’s films examine the way the human mind can distort the world, resulting in a life of fantasy bordering on insanity.  To illustrate obsession and mental distortion, he often focused his films through a single character’s consciousness, as in Suspicion.  Poe used a narrator to create the same effect.  Sometimes, notably in Rear Window, Hitchcock allowed the viewer to observe secretly the private lives of others to emphasize how claustrophobic and perverse the mind in isolation becomes.


Another Hitchcock theme that recalls Poe is the power of the dead over the living.  This idea is examined in such films as Rebecca and Vertigo.


The techniques with which Hitchcock created his effects resemble those Poe used in his tales of horror and suspense.  In the typical Hitchcock film, the plot is less important than the development of character and theme, so the viewer is drawn deeply into the moral world of the film.  Hitchcock also used the technique of beginning with apparently normal and safe settings that slide almost imperceptibly into depravity and nightmare.  As a result, everyday objects and familiar things—staircases, rooms, birds—become the machinery of terror.


Like Poe, Hitchcock was interested in the black humor of the macabre; he intermixed humor with horror, s if to lure the audience into a false mood of security and nervous relief.  For Hitchcock as for Poe, the world was one in which disorder and death lurked beneath the surface of everyday life.  And the audience for both loves to experience the fear and terror that exists in this world. 

