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Hikari MORIMOTO

The Men Who Talked Too Much:
Dialogue Analysis of Hitchcock’s Perfect Crime Films

Hikari MORIMOTO

Abstract

This article analyzes the function of dialogue in Alfred Hitchcock’s perfect crime
films. From the earliest days of film to the present, many directors and critics have
regarded cinema as a purely visual medium, and dialogue has been placed outside
the aesthetics. In recent years, however, such image-centered view has been
modified and academic interest in film dialogue has increased. Based on this
critical background, this article puts dialogue analysis into practice in Alfred
Hitchcock’s films. Despite the fact that Hitchcock repeatedly asserted the
superiority of the visual aspects of cinema over dialogue, his films often rely on
actors’ speech and make use of a variety of dialogue techniques. Especially in his
crime films involving the subject of the perfect murder, dialogue not only plays
important roles for narrative communication and character revelation but also
provides thematic concerns. So this article discusses the characteristics of
dialogue in the genre and provides a detailed textual analysis of Strangers on a
Train (1951) as a case study.

Keywords
film dialogue, Hitchcock, perfect crime film, language, communication

Introduction

Many filmmakers and film critics have long believed cinema to be a purely
visual medium. Such cinematic purists argue that narrative films must show, not
tell, the stories.! Instead of letting the narrator or characters tell events through
dialogue, filmmakers should show what happens through the camera. The
distinction between “telling” and “showing” is based on the belief in the
superiority of image over dialogue.? They have regarded film dialogue as external
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to the aesthetics of cinema and have encouraged filmmakers to explore the “film
language” specific to the medium. This notion has led to the development of a
rich and diverse range of cinematic expressions. However, over the past several
decades, there has been a trend in film studies to modify this image-centered view.
Since the late 1970s, the soundtrack in cinema has been considered more
important,® and, in this context, the function of film dialogue has also started to
draw more attention. In 2000, Sarah Kozloff published the landmark study of this
field, Overhearing Film Dialogue, where she pointed out that scholarship had
paid minimal attention to filmic speech and examined in detail various functions
of dialogue in Hollywood narrative films. Inspired by Kozloff, several books
dedicated to this field of studies have been published in the last few decades,* and
these laid the groundwork for dialogue analysis and shed light on verbal aspects
of cinema that we may have previously neglected.

Based on the theoretical background, this article analyzes the dialogue in
Alfred Hitchcock’s perfect crime films. The reason for choosing Hitchcock’s
films for the analysis is because he was one of the “purists,” who argued that
visual aspects of cinema should be given more importance than dialogue. He
believed that “the silent pictures were the purest form of cinema” and repeatedly
expressed his contempt for films that he called “photographs of people talking”
(Truffaut 42). In his 1965 essay, “Film Production,” Hitchcock even claims that “in
pure cinema, dialogue is a complementary thing” (219). However, in fact,
Hitchcock’s films rely more on dialogue than we might generally assume and
indeed make use of various dialogue techniques. In addition, given the fact that
most of his films are adaptations of novels and plays, it should be noted that the
original authors, screenwriters, and dialogue writers as well as the director
contributed significantly to the lines spoken by the actors on screen.’ Therefore,
focusing on the function of dialogue may help to undercut the director’s self-
centered claim that film dialogue is “a complementary thing”® and prove that, as
Joe McElhaney states, Hitchcock’s “films themselves are up to something more
complicated than a simple pursuit of ‘pure film”” (331).

I have chosen to concentrate specifically on Hitchcock’s crime films
involving “the perfect murder” because of the importance of dialogue in this type

of narrative. Contrary to detective stories, where human reason gradually comes
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closer to the real and ends up reaching the truth, in perfect crime stories, verbal
logic is often defeated by reality and the crime must be exposed in the end. In
order to communicate the concept of the perfect crime to the audience, the villain
tends to discuss, explicitly or implicitly, his theories and plans for murder at some
moments in the narrative. It can be said that dialogue determines the narrative
structure of the films, and it also plays various important roles in other respects.
So in the following, I will first discuss the functions of dialogue and the
underlying language ideologies in the perfect crime films in general, and later,
based on the discussion, I will provide a detailed textual analysis of Strangers on
a Train (1951).

Language Issues in Perfect Crime Films

Many would agree that the perfect murder is one of Hitchcock’s favorite
subjects. Indeed, in his feature films and TV episodes, we can find many stories
involving this topic.” In the most typical perfect murder narrative, a morally
deviant character plots and commits the perfect crime, but things do not work as
planned, and in the end, the crime comes to be exposed. The achievement of the
perfect crime is a clear goal for the villainous protagonist, and, in terms of
storytelling, it is essential to make the audience understand his theories and plans
for the murder plot. But mostly those matters cannot be communicated visually,
so the main characters’ dialogue serves instead for such narrative and thematic
communication. This narrative requirement is related to the typical type of villain
in the genre. Perfect crime films often feature murderers with special talent of
speech and conversational skills. In many cases, the speech of deranged killers is
distinctive and different from that of normal people in the real world. “The Perfect
Crime” (1957), an episode from the third season of Alfired Hitchcock Presents,? for
example, has such type of killer. Charles Courtney, a criminologist, is the typical
perfect murderer, preaching his Romanticist aesthetics on murder in a highly
sophisticated manner.

This kind of murderer often relies on their conversational skills to achieve
their goals. Dial M for Murder (1954), which is based on the stage play of the same
name by Frederick Knott, also has such type of villain, and his verbal dexterity
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underpins the narrative. Tony Wendis, a retired tennis player, is married to his
wealthy wife Margo, who is having an affair with American crime fiction writer
Mark Halliday. One evening, Tony lies to his wife that he needs to work and asks
her to go out with Mark to see a play without him. When he is alone in his room,
he telephones Charles Swann, an old acquaintance at university. He invites Swann
to his house, where he talks about his plan for the perfect murder and blackmails
Swann into killing his wife.

The dialogue in the preliminary sequence begins with the two characters’
memories of their university days, followed by Tony’s account of how he came
to know about Margo and Mark’s affair, and then Swann is informed of Tony’s
intention to murder his wife. Swann at first appears to feel nostalgic for his old
friend, but his face gradually turns stiff and cautious, and he finally comes to
realize that he is being blackmailed. The dialogue at this moment is worth
listening to carefully:

SWANN: Where’s the nearest police station?

TONY: Opposite the church. Two minutes’ walk.

SWANN: Suppose I walk there now.

TONY: What would you tell them?

SWANN: Everything.

TONY: Everything? All about Mr. Adams and Mr. Wilson?

SWANN: I should simply tell them that you are trying to blackmail me
into...

TONY: Into?

SWANN: Murdering your wife. (00:22:21-00:22:42)

Tony’s ingenuity in the conversation lies in the fact that he has his partner say the
last line (“Murdering your wife”). J. L. Austin’s speech-act theory—the idea that
human speech can be seen not only as descriptive but also as performative like an
event or action in itself—is useful in examining this.? Up to this point, Tony has
gradually changed the keynote of the conversation. At first, he seems to just
explain his personal story to an old acquaintance, but it later turns out that he in

fact blackmails Swann to make him promise to murder his wife. “Threatening” is
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a typical speech act, and his seemingly descriptive speech is working
performatively without Swann’s notice. Furthermore, by urging Swann here to
say the words he was hesitant to say at first, Tony makes him feel realistic about
the murder plot. Swann’s utterance of “murdering your wife” also can be seen as
a speech act, which functions as a “promise” to Tony, to himself, and to the
audience. Tony manipulates the performative effects of his and Swann’s
utterances, which results in successfully implicating Swann in the criminal plot.

As a director, Hitchcock filmed his actors delivering the dialogue with much
care. The sequence in the Dial M for Murder discussed above, which lasts for
more than twenty minutes, is a good example. “Basically, it’s a dialogue picture,”
Frangois Truffaut states about this film, “but the cutting, the rhythm, and the
direction of the players are so polished that one listens to each sentence religiously”
(159). Such careful treatment of dialogue may be unique to directors who
underwent a technical change from silent to talkies. After the end of the silent era,
many directors would have sought an ideal relationship between visual elements
and characters’ speech. In his essay “For a Talking Cinema,” Eric Rohmer touches
on this issue, arguing that “the director’s art is not to make us forget what
characters say but, rather, to help us not to miss a word” (31). Hitchcock’s attitude
may be similar to this. He says that “it is essential to separate clearly the dialogue
from the visual elements” and that “dialogue should be a sound among other
sounds, just something that comes out of people whose eyes tell the story in visual
terms” (Truffaut 43, 163). But these remarks do not necessarily mean his disregard
for dialogue. Rather, they indicate his awe and wariness of words. His experience
as an intertitle writer in the silent era made him well aware of how dialogue could
change the interpretation of an image. Hitchcock, recounting the silent film era,
says, “in those days it was possible to completely alter the meaning of a script
through the use of narrative titles and spoken titles” (Truffaut 19). A series of
experiments with the Kuleshov effect in Soviet montage theory showed that the
preceding image significantly changes our interpretation of the image that follows,
and similarly, the words in the intertitle or the dialogue also can significantly affect
the meaning of an image.

When viewing Hitchcock as an auteur, he also seems to be sensitive to

language in a paradoxical sense. Throughout his career, he had asked what it
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means for humans to have words and to speak. The ending of his first film, 7he
Pleasure Garden (1925), for example, tells us that the instinct of a speechless dog
is more reliable than human reason.!’ Moreover, looking over his filmography,
the subject matters include situations where words are not trusted (7he 39 Steps,
Saboteur, The Wrong Man), difficulties in proving identity through words (North by
Northwest), virtue of silence (Murder!, I Confess), subconscious chaos and
inexplicable trauma (Spellbound, Vertigo, Psycho), and all of these call into question
the importance of language for humans. On the one hand, Hitchcock relies on
dialogue and carefully films his actors’ vocal performances, while on the other
hand, he questions the usefulness of language for us.

This paradox is most apparent in his perfect crime films.!! As already
discussed concerning Dial M for Murder, this type of narrative is likely to be
underpinned by the villain’s manipulativeness centered around his verbal
sophistication. But if, as Kozloff notes, the reason “articulate, polished
speakers...are almost always villains” in Hollywood films is due to “the general
distrust of language and the overall anti-intellectual tenor in American culture”
(78), then Hitchcock’s careful treatment of dialogue results in giving an ironic
effect to the audience. In other words, the more the main character speaks with
mastery of language, the more we feel distrustful of language. So the paradox
about the reliability of words underlies the dialogue in the perfect crime films.

Rope (1948) illustrates this genre’s ambivalent relationship with language. The
film is another “dialogue picture,” so much so that Donald Spoto once derided it
as “a prime example” of the “pictures of people talking” that Hitchcock himself
condemned in many others’ films (7he Ar¢ 167). Brandon Shaw and Phillip Morgan
strangle to death their friend, David Kentley, in their apartment. They put the dead
body in a large chest to hide and invite the victim’s relatives and friends to a party
at their place. However, Rupert Cadell, a man with a keen eye and good
conversational skills, suspects that Brandon and Phillip are hiding something, and
ends up sniffing out the murder. Brandon is given the same verbal dexterity and
intelligence as the other killers in the perfect crime films. He expresses his evil
theories with brief sentences, such as “The power to kill can be just as satisfying
as the power to create” and “We’ve killed for the sake of danger and for the sake
of killing” (00:07:38, 00:07:56).

Cinema Studies No.17(2022) 9
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Repetition is used as a major thetorical device in the film,'> and the most
noticeable is related to “something.” The word is used more frequently especially
after Rupert’s appearance. For example, the followings are the lines of Mrs.
Atwater, who cannot remember the name of a certain film: “What is it called now?
‘The something of the something.” No, no, that’s the other one. This is just plain

299

‘Something™” (00:32:10). Rupert repeats the same phrase soon after, making it
funny. This is one of the few innocent jokes in the film,"3 but it is not just for the
sake of humor but also to let us notice the importance of the word. Indeed, the
same word later comes to be used conceming the inexplicable thing that is going

on behind the party:

JANET: I might have known you couldn’t just give a party for Mr. Kentley.
No, You’d have to add something that appealed to your warped
sense of humor. (00:43:42)

RUPERT: Something gone wrong, Brandon?

BRANDON: No, Janet has a talent for being bothersome at times.
However, I suppose I’d better..., what did you mean,
“something gone wrong?” (00:43:58-00:44:12)

The overuse of “something” suggests that this film treats things that cannot be
named in words. Moreover, given that several lines in the film are referring to
Freud and psychoanalysis (0:33:32, 1:03:50), “something” can be linked to
inexpressible emotions that lie beneath the human consciousness. Indeed, the two
“something” s in Rupert’s climactic lines refer to such psychological depths:

RUPERT: Brandon, till this very moment, this world and the people in it
have always been dark and incomprehensible to me. And I’ve tried to clear
my way with logic and superior intellect. And you’ve thrown my own
words right back in my face, Brandon. You were right, too. If nothing else,
a man should stand by his words. But you’ve given my words a meaning
that I never dreamed of! And you’ve tried to twist them into a cold, logical

excuse for your ugly murder. Well, they never were that, Brandon, and

10 BREGEFZE 17 5 (2022)



The Men Who Talked Too Much

you can’t make them that. There must have been something deep inside
you from the very start that let you do this thing. But there’s always been
something deep inside me that would never let me do it, and would never
let me be a party to it now. (01:15:51-1:16:50)

Knowing that the murder of David was triggered by what he once discussed,
Rupert feels responsible for his own words. His trust in language is shattered and
has almost given up using logic to understand the world and expressing his
thoughts through words (in Patrick Hamilton’s original play, Rupert even says that he
“shall never trust in logic again”'%). Here, language is seen neither as a useful means
of communication and discussion nor something that reflects our psychological
truth. Rather, it is believed that our inner self has nothing to do with our speech
and that language is just a source of misunderstanding and deception. These lines
of Rupert represent the paradox inherent in the perfect crime genre. Although
Rope relies greatly on the dialogue, it questions the usefulness of verbal logic and
asks what conversation and discussion mean for humans, ultimately ending with
the distrust of language.

Dialogue Analysis of Strangers on a Train

The previous section discussed the importance of dialogue, the villain’s verbal
competence, and the underlying distrust of language in Hitchcock’s perfect crime
films. Based on the discussion, I will attempt a detailed textual analysis of
Strangers on a Train.

Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train is based on Patricia Highsmith’s novel of
the same name. According to Hitchcock, the novel was “the right kind of material
for me to work with” (Truffaut 142). We already know of Highsmith’s other fine
suspense novels and numerous films adapted from them, ' but at the time she was
just one of many nameless writers. In 1950, on the train back to California from
the East Coast previews of Stage Fright (1950), Hitchcock, while reading
Strangers on a Train, began talking with Mrs. Hitchcock (Alma) and Whitfield
Cook about adapting the novel for the screen (McGilligan 441-42). As usual, by not

mentioning the name of “Hitchcock™ during negotiations, his agents bought the
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screen rights at a low price (Spoto, The Life 320). After his famous break-up with
Raymond Chandler, who had initially written the screenplay, Hitchcock met
Czenzi Ormonde, who had assisted Ben Hecht on research for Gone with the Wind
(1939). Hitchcock then threw Chandler’s draft of the script into a wastebasket and
asked Ormond and Barbara Keon, who had already worked with him a few times
as a scenario assistant, to write a new script.

This was the start of the project, and despite the difficulties in the script writing
process, Strangers on a Train became one of the most “Hitchcockian” crime films.
One of the major changes from Highsmith’s novel is about characters. The novel
portrays the psychological depth of the two main characters, which makes it more
than just a popular crime novel. On the other hand, the film clarifies the roles of
the two characters with Guy Haynes being the hero and Bruno Anthony the villain,
thereby making the story more accessible to a wider range of audiences. In the
novel, the strangers who happened to meet on a train actually do the “swap
murder,” with Bruno killing Guy’s wife and Guy being forced to kill Bruno’s
father. But Bruno gradually becomes delirious and dies after falling into the sea
while sailing, and Guy is also cornered by the detective investigating the two
murders. Meanwhile, in the film, Bruno fails to implicate Guy in the scheme of
exchanging murders and dies in a final confrontation with Guy in the famous
“merry-go-round” sequence.

The main incident of the story begins with a conversation between the two
main characters. In the film, Guy is not an unknown architect but a famous tennis
player, which allows for a more succinct representation of the encounter between
the strangers. The opening sequence is crucial in terms of narrative, where Bruno
expresses his desire for the perfect crime and talks about the idea of “‘swap murder.”
This unusual theory must be brought up naturally and convincingly in the
conversation between the two who have just met. However, unlike the novel,
given the overall screen time, the film cannot spend too much time depicting this
situation, which required Hitchcock and his writers to provide the scene with the
concise and meaningful dialogue.

Indeed, the dialogue in the sequence is something worth listening to very
carefully. In the beginning, their feet touch each other and Guy says, “Excuse me.”

Bruno then talks to Guy and sits next to him as he introduces himself. Guy, who
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was about to read his book, just says “How do you do.” Bruno reads the mood
and adds “I don’t talk much. You go ahead and read” (00:03:00). Despite this
saying, soon after Guy starts reading his book, Bruno speaks again. He notices
the letters “A to G” inscribed on Guy’s lighter and touches on Guy’s private life
based on the gossip he knows. His remark makes Guy uncomfortable, and then
Bruno hurriedly adds “There I go again. Too friendly. Always I have that when I
meet somebody who I like and admire, and I open my mouth too much” (00:04:20-
00:04:28). These lines, which are not in the novel, are obviously intended to make
Bruno a talkative character same as the typical villains in the perfect crime films
I have already discussed.'®

The dialogue on the train functions for character revelation in many other
ways t00.!7 Among other things, when focusing specifically on the repetition of
words or phrases, the deliberate use of “too much” is noticeable. Bruno says “I
smoke too much” while lighting a cigarette, and Guy says “Perhaps you read too
much” as Bruno is gossiping. These lines, along with Bruno’s self-proclaimed
talkative character (“I open my mouth too much”) and his actual too much
talkativeness, underline Bruno’s tendency towards excess. Regardless of whether
it is morally right or wrong, his propensity for excess is already frightening, and
these details make the crazy topics he talks about in his compartment as well as
his theories of the perfect crime and the swap murder seem less abrupt.

In terms of narrative causality, the use of speech acts is worth noting. As Guy
is about to leave the compartment, thinking he will never see Bruno again, they

have the following conversation:

BRUNO: We do talk the same language, don’t we?

GUY: Sure, Bruno, we talk the same language. Thanks for the lunch.

BRUNO: I'm glad you enjoyed it. I thought the lamb chops were a little
overdone myself.

GUY: Nice meeting you.

BRUNO: Now, you think my idea is okay, Guy? You like it?

GUY: Sure, Bruno, sure. They’re all okay. (00:09:40-00:09:58)

Guy says these words out of courtesy and naturally does not mean them. Bruno,
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on the other hand, takes seriously Guy’s responses to his questions. He reads that
Guy is not unwilling to exchange their murders and considers the words as a
“promise.” In terms of verbal events, the conversation serves as a sign of
“agreement” between the two, even though this is based entirely on their
misunderstandings. In the novel, Guy explicitly rejects the idea, and Bruno at first
does not think that Guy will kill his father, saying “It’s the idea I’ll use. With
somebody else, of course” (Highsmith 31). In the film, however, Guy never
actually commits the murder. In that case, on the contrary, Bruno must believe
that Guy does commit the murder, in order to make the logic of cause and effect
in the narrative very clear.!® Given all of this, the speech acts in the above
conversation are used very effectively to fulfill the narrative requirements.
Moreover, the dialogue works in tandem with editing and sound techniques
to change the mood from one scene to another and to make impressive scene
transitions. For example, after meeting Miriam, Guy, who speaks in an educated
manner in the opening, curses furiously about his wife over the phone. Anne
points out he sounds “so savage,” but he continues to say things such as “I’d like
to break her neck!” However, the noise of the train running on the tracks in front
of the telephone booth makes it difficult for him to communicate with Anne on
the phone. Guy raises his voice and repeats “I said I’d like to break her foul,

122

useless little neck!” These ferocious words remind the audience of Bruno, and
finally Guy yells into the telephone, “I said I could strangle her!”” (00:15:27). Then,
the shot of Bruno’s hands overlaps. The editing technique used here is what is

called a “dialogue hook,”"

which links a line of dialogue at the end of one scene
(in this case, “I said I could strangle her!”) directly to an image at the start of the
following scene (Bruno’s hands).

Silence is also used to great effect. As mentioned above, Bruno is portrayed
as a talkative character, but in the murder scene in the amusement park he is given
no dialogue, and the audience, along with Bruno, eavesdrops on Miriam and her
male friends talking. Bruno’s silence here intensifies the suspense of the scene.
Eventually, he just asks, “Is your name Miriam?” and then strangles her. Soon
after, the male friends discover that Miriam is dead and their cries for help are
heard behind Bruno as he walks away. Throughout the scene, the sounds of the

amusement park are constantly heard in the background, giving the scene an
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ominous, ironic effect.?’

Another thing to be paid attention to is the number of participants in the
conversation in each scene. As has been pointed out, duality is the key concept in
Strangers on a Train, same as in The Shadow of a Doubt (1943), and accordingly,
the duologue is the basic form of conversation (Guy and Bruno, Guy and Miriam,
Guy and Anne, etc.). Polylogues are few, and the sequence at Mr. Morton’s house
naturally stands out from this perspective. There are four participants in the
conversation: Guy, Anne, Senator Morton, and Anne’s sister, Barbara. Guy learns
that what Bruno told him is true and that Miriam was indeed murdered. The four
of them have a discussion, each looking at the situation from a different
perspective. Guy, without mentioning Bruno, is afraid of causing trouble for
Anne’s family, Anne is a little suspicious of her fiancé, Mr. Morton is calmly
thinking about how to deal with it, and Barbara comments from an onlooker’s
detached point of view. This allows the characters and the audience to look at the
case from multiple perspectives. But there is more to this than that. The discussion
illustrates the film’s thematic concerns on language and communication.

Indeed, throughout the film, Strangers on a Train asks questions about what
conversation with others brings to us. As already discussed, the main incident is
triggered by the “agreement” between Guy and Bruno based on their
misunderstandings. Bruno claims, “But, Guy, you wanted it! We planned it on the
train together, remember?” (00:31:35). This motif of conversation between
strangers is repeated in relation to Guy’s alibi. At the time of the murder, Guy
talked with Professor Collins each other on the train from New York to
Washington. Guy is suspected by the police and needs to find someone who saw
him as a witness. However, Collins says he was drunk at the time and does not
remember anything about Guy. These suggest that the conversation is not
necessarily based on a common understanding or mutual recognition of the
speakers. One may believe he has been understood, but the other may not
understand him at all, for instance, Guy and Mr. Collins’ conversation on the train
is as follows:

COLLINS: Name’s Collins. On sabbatical, Delaware Tech. Glad to meet

you. I jus’ made a speech in New York. On integration. In
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differential calculus a function is given and the differential is
obtained. You understand?

GUY: Sure, I understand.

COLLINS: Y’ do? (00:29:05-00:29:30)

Guy may have made the same mistake here as he did with Bruno. He tends to
agree with the other without thinking much. As these lines demonstrate, verbal
communication is ambiguous and always has the potential for misunderstanding.
One is not always sure that he is understood, and that the other person means his
own words for sure.

Given the theme of verbal misunderstanding, this film, as well as Rope, calls
into question the importance of language. Guy and Anne once try to deal with the
situation through communication. Guy visits Bruno’s father to tell him everything,
and then Anne tells the mother about her son. They also meet Bruno in each place
and have brief conversations with him, but they already know that he is not
someone they can talk to. Talking to each other does not necessarily lead to mutual
understanding or the resolution of problems. Miriam is a good example. Guy
failed to come to terms with her and, therefore, instead of talking, Bruno resorted
to murder. The opposition between words and deeds is also well illustrated in the
characterization of Guy and Bruno. Bruno can speak very well but feels worthless
because he is not doing anything. Doing something—that is one of his motives
for the exchange murder. Guy, on the other hand, is a successful athlete, but says
“A tennis player isn’t so important” (0:03:10). He is going to marry Anne and
become a politician, although he appears not to be an articulate orator.

The language theme is crucial to understanding the film’s last moments. At
the end of the merry-go-round sequence, Bruno, who is dying, lies that he does
not have Guy’s lighter. However, in the next moment, he drops it from his hand.
This certainly saves Guy, but, at the same time, asserts the unreliability of human
speech. Furthermore, the ending illustrates the film’s final attitude to language
and communication. Guy and Anne are sitting side by side on a train, and when
the passenger opposite notices Guy and speaks to him, they frown and walk away
without saying anything. They got involved in the incident because of the

conversation with the stranger, and it finally leads them to have anxiety over
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communication. Thus, the film ends with further calling attention to the negative

aspects of human conversation.

Conclusion

The above textual analysis reveals that Hitchcock’s perfect crime films
employ a variety of dialogue techniques, including repetition, speech acts,
dialogue hooks, silence, polylogue, etc. The dialogue in those films works
together with other cinematic elements for narrative communication, character
revelation and the transmission of thematic messages. However, it should also be
noted that although Hitchcock’s perfect crime films have such functional and
meaningful dialogues, paradoxically, they also express the ambiguity and
unreliability of human speech and verbal communication. For example, Rope
questions the reliability of verbal reasoning and suggests the difficulty for people
to stand by their own words, and Strangers on a Train regards human
conversation as a source of misunderstanding rather than a useful means of
communication. Even though each film is based on a novel or play by a different
author and adapted by different screenwriters, they share the similar concerns.
This is not only because the director and his writers had a common understanding
of the genre framework, but also because they shared the idea that a
“Hitchcockian” film must “show” the story through visual elements rather than
“tell” it through words. With this in mind, they naturally avoided writing
expository lines and instead tried to come up with cinematic uses of dialogue,
while at the same time examining the positive and negative aspects of verbal

communication and asking the question of what conversation means to us.

Notes

1 For the purist idea in the early days of cinema that films must pursue cinematic
expressions free from verbal language, see Chapter 3 in Camilla Elliott’s Rethinking
the Novel/Film Debate.

2 Essentially, it is impossible to make a clear distinction between “telling” and
“showing.” As Kozloff notes, relying on Wayne Booth’s The Rhetoric of Fiction,
“seemingly objective ‘showing’ is just another form of ‘telling”” (11). For more on
this distinction and filmmakers’ preoccupation with “showing,” David Bordwell’s
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blog post “Tell, don’t show” is helpful. As Bordwell writes, this notion has been
shared as the basis of Hollywood screenwriting methods. For example, John Michael
Hayes, the screenwriter of films such as Rear Window (1954), says, “Even the least
of screen writers learns quickly that he must not talk about action, but show it” (304).
As a leading publication on the studies of soundtracks in cinema, see Michel Chion’s
Audio-Vision.

Here are two examples: Film Dialogue edited by Jeff Jaeckle and Paolo Braga’s
Words in Action.

Several books have been published in the last decade that collect articles discussing
Hitchcock in terms of adaptation. See, for example, Hitchcock at the Source edited
by R. Burton Palmer and David Boyd, and Hitchcock and Adaptation edited by Mark
Osteen. The work of screenwriters in Hitchcock’s films has also received more
attention in recent years. See, for example, Walter Raubicheck and Walter Srebnick’s
Scripting Hitchcock and Steven Derosa’s Writing with Hitchcock.

Hitchcock has been regarded as best suited to be called an auteur among classical
Hollywood filmmakers, even though there have been numerous objections to the
view as well. Robert E. Kapsis’s Hitchcock: The Making of a Reputation examines
in detail the process of Hitchcock’s self-formation as an “artist.”” Thomas Leitch’s
“Hitchcock the Author” re-examines Hitchcock in terms of authorship and
adaptation. For a brief examination of authorship or auteur theory, see C. Paul Sellors’
Film Authorship: Auteurs and Other Myths.

Apart from the films discussed in this article, for example, Suspicion (1941) and The
Shadow of a Doubt also involve the topic. Regarding TV series directed by Hitchcock
himself, many episodes depict how the murderer tries to cover up the crime
completely, even though few of them are explicitly labelled as “perfect crime stories.”
Of these, “Arthur” (1959) is of particular interest for its unique use of narration of the
murderer.

Hitchcock selected the story to produce and direct himself. For the information of this
episode, see “Television Credits” at the end of Patrick McGilligan’s Alfred Hitchcock
(787).

Kozloff draws on the speech-act theory in her Overhearing Film Dialogue (41-43,
153, 176). Here I am using the word “descriptive” for convenience, but in Austin’s
terminology, “constative” is correct as a counterpart to “performative.” For more
details on the theory, see Austin’s How to Do Things with Words.

As a matter of fact, there are two versions of The Pleasure Garden, each with a
different ending. The ending of the short version, the so-called “Rohauer version,” is
discussed here. Richard Allen mentions the two versions briefly in his book Romantic
Irony (19).

Kozloff finds the same kind of “paradoxical love/hate relationship with language” in
the Western genre (139).

Brandon’s lines quoted above are good examples of repetition, which implies
Brandon’s self-absorbed nature. On the other hand, the repetition in Philip’s dialogue
below suggests his repetitive compulsive symptoms:

BRANDON: Anyway, the lock is too old. It won’t work.
PHILLIP: I wish it would. I wish we had him out of here. I wish it were
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somebody else. (00:06:30)

Word repetition over longer time scales is also observed, with “perfect” or “perfectly”
and “frighten” used relatively frequently.

13 As critics have noted, macabre humor is an important element in the film. See
Hitchcock: Suspense Humour, and Tone by Susan Smith (57-73).

14 There is no repetitive use of “something” in the original play. See Hamilton’s Rope
for this quote (89).

15 In recent years, Highsmith’s literary reputation has gradually increased, and the
relationship between her works and their adaptations has attracted academic attention.
For more information on the film adaptations of Highsmith’s works, see, Patricia
Highsmith on Screen, edited by Wieland Schwanebeck and Douglas McFarland.

16  In order to maintain readability, the indication of the total running time is kept to a
minimum in this paragraph and below. I have tried to make it evident from my
description of which scene I am discussing.

17 Robin Wood, in his famous analysis of the film, examines the contrast between Guy
and Bruno developed explicitly in dialogue (86).

18  According to Kristin Thompson, “The most basic principle of the Hollywood cinema
is that a narrative should consist of a chain of causes and effects that is easy for the
spectator to follow” (10).

19 On the editing technique, see The Classical Hollywood Cinema by David Bordwell,
Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson (33). For a quick reference, Bordwell’s blog post
“The Hook: Scene Transitions in Classical Cinema” is helpful.

20  Michel Chion argues that, in cinema, the word “silence” has two meanings: “the
absence or cessation of all sound” and “the absence or cessation of speaking” (57).
He points to the importance of the function of noise and music behind seemingly
silent scenes.
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EEFHRLTCLEY &, ZNERDETOIFEELY, B2, Zok)
REWEAER T2 VWO eV a vnd b, ZoWEEEL MEAOBRBE] 12
KT HERECIE < LR L OLSMIEIET 2 Z L 2 BET D
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TO%I—T 4 VI DPIEED & WD) T HFED I,
ZOEWEIIARHERTH D, BFEIIEZEDTRNANTNDE, 20k
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& AR SEREINCERT D,
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LR INTWD, ZOLIRIRMOF T, mEISEEZEZ LR
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TWHZENLHLHENTHD (K34, £ LT, X34 TiHFENR~ >
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IR ZRIEE A SOOI, HENEBIRREBEE L L TORY Y

.

34 IR SHHED (02:01:53)

.~

35 HIBOBHE (01:53:37)

Cinema Studies No.17(2022) 37



R 7

A NIHDHIEEESITSH, K 3-5 TIHEEICEATE 21ED | aE &%
7 EDOREIOENEERT 5, HOEERIIERE, BEOLHITHE)
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STV DD, ZOZEE, ZANLDT 2 I=XL0iThE) 74
BHIEA9,

34. ZOORWHE —MbRPoTNDE 1T
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H—FRaE L TCWAEMBELZIEZ CWD, v~ v I ~—T L) —3%
OHHTIRIRND, M 3-7 1X, Z OO F TOHRREZM G 7eh o 720>
DEIHEAETHIRR DS, RLAETRONZ_2DY 3 v MM
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10FROT 2 I =AACEY | LT BIF—EDORREEGT-H, 80 4
RITHOR Y 7 T v 2 OB LT, P2 B & REUTERA
& LT LV, BHEFLERRIFBEO T, I kiT b5 2 GV T-HERR (8
WL\ IEARTAZTT 5) & A DU & HERF T 5 72 DI T 2,
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TORENCEDb > TW5S, b 2%, WBEIRB A ELIITA %
LCRFS 20, mENEIERIZHERT T2 2 &, BEFRITAZTHZ L
EDREDORRITH D DT,

v v 7w—"7 4% HAOHBEEZSFLEWH T AU DOHBEZRY B
oL, Wﬂ®%@f%é%§%&ﬂ¢é IRRACKRTT 2 IR S5
W72 LA XY, WkOLMEENRERIND Z L. TOHES DR
ﬁ&ﬁ?fm/ﬁw_%00<ot#\%ﬁi&%wﬁﬁﬁ%wbaﬁ
WHEEZHINTWD, mEEZ R LT HIRARZRARRIZILR B 720

Cinema Studies No.17(2022) 39



KE BT

DI, R LMEOREH AR b £, WmROME 25 Cid
DEHETDNGTE, B [y a—oBo ET] i, mHEIIES LK
BRI RS TZRBMEIbOTEDIS, v v 7 ~—T 4 PIm &R 5 &
WO TAHER TR, AHl T HRIMT & DN 2 52 BPEDTHE
&5, V=X —0 SNt 2 2 & T KO
SN TND Z L2 bEDEDLRNHENWEE> TV D,

40

Hlltl

R RN OARRTIE UmR) TE#R L WIHSETHR—T 5,

AB Y= Xa—T Y TR LD ZOERIT, Ty Y m— e R =D
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DANENERZFIEHZE S LT~ v I ~v—T 4t DRZ L, BETZLEHHR
LTEHLEY ETDmELOEBETHD ERZD, BIRIE, ZOXAT
AZAHL—FL TV DER TSI BIT, b LaLzb DERE ] oJk
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VxR e T a Y NE American Lobotomy: A Rhetorical History (233N T,
TR kI =20V EETAIENIOWVWTCERL TS, T T A7
FEOEFT, YaryrpaR hI—hoB5R L OMICEICE LT 53
HPEAFHIAT A2 LN R IR ERTHME—DOITETHY | ), B
BN S T b2 FE e LTeAR b I —2 T 2 L8 FET 5
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2y T~v7 0 2V —1] OREAY OZB~y by, FT7 &S b
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TEARDORHN A ST AWRIELRIEZ E T AT, (81 L0 HEE,
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LR T A —OREHRRE OWVT UL TS, Hllfh 2 HIET 54
DL, B DT & GHEATHE O < AERLOMEDS, RITREAY e fE
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TRMRAEE 2 7 L—AZD TV Z L 2T 5 &, TSy Fh~—] 2
WNZE DD BIR & A B TR D125 5,

2 Vx=Ty— U NEBEONSKRy ] Q014) 137V —7 - T L BIR,
TUA RO [V _0P] (2016) 13EHGEREOr T, v—=X 7
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Hereditary. Directed by Ari Aster. A24 Films LLC, 2018. ( [~V7 4 &% U —
/#kA&] . Amazon Prime, 2019 4F)

Midsommar. Directed by Ari Aster. A24 Films LLC, 2019. ( [ v F¥~—
(BEABARR) J . Amazon Prime, 2020 4F)

Munchausen [Myunhihauzen]. Directed by Ari Aster. Invicta Films, 2013,
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Call for Submissions (Auxiliary Explanation in English)

The Japan Society for Cinema Studies welcomes English essays in film studies.
Only registered members may submit articles to its journal, Cinema Studies. A
member can submit one article for each issue. Articles are restricted to

unpublished work.

Authors should submit two MS-Word files of their article and curriculum vitae by
July 1. Please consult MLA Handbook, 8th edition (2016). The Word prescribed
form is 32 letters X 33 lines on one side of “A4” or “8 1/2x11” paper. Use
parenthetical references with endnotes and a list of Works Cited. The length of
articles should be less than 10,000 words, including stills, charts and the like
(each counted as 50 words). In addition to the MLA rules, manuscripts must
include an abstract of approximately 200 words and approximately 5 key words

or terms. The running time of the film discussed by the text must be also shown.

Submissions will be sent to the following e-mail address by July 1:

japansocietyforcinemastudies< atmark >yahoo.co.jp (use @ instead of < atmark >).

The Editorial Board will make the final decisions on which papers will be
published. Authors’ names will not be made known to the Editorial Board
while submissions are under consideration. For this reason, names may not
appear on manuscripts; instead, the curriculum vitae should have a cover
sheet with the author's name, address, current position, email address,
telephone & fax number. Authors will be notified of the Board’s decisions
around the beginning of September. After an essay is accepted for publication,

we will ask for a final draft file.

* B OBRRBER L OERHEICOWVTIE, AARBEZESARY A
(https//japansociety-cinemastudies.org/) % ZE< 7Z&\,
Please see our website for updated submission guidelines:

https://japansociety-cinemastudies.org/
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