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Hitchcock’s Ordinary Protagonist

Alfred Hitchcock is known for many different things: his use of suspense, his revolution if the thriller genre, and his sly sense of humor. However, something that really sticks out in his films is the way he thrusts normal and unassuming protagonists into extraordinary situations. This theme is very prominent in his movie North by Northwest. (Hitchcock, 1959) In this movie, an ad executive named Roger Thornhill, played by Cary Grant, is mistaken for a government spy by a group of criminals and is forced to become a fugitive from both the law and the criminal organization. North by Northwest provides an extremely good example of Hitchcock’s love of putting his heroes in difficult positions. Throughout the movie he uses various stylistic techniques such as cinematography, editing, pacing, the actor and actresses performances, and narration in order to present this theme in North by Northwest. The way he uses the techniques can also be seen in much of his other work and will be discussed in order to show how Hitchcock places his characters in these situations.

Before we address the primary purpose of this analysis, it is important that the reader has a basic knowledge of the events that unfold in North by Northwest. The film has a relatively intricate plot. Roger Thornhill is mistakenly identifies as a spy named George Kaplan by a group of criminals who try to kill him. They fail in their attempt and Thornhill attempts to uncover the identity of his pursuers. During this attempt, he is framed for the murder of a U.N. official and must now attempt to escape the police as well as his criminal pursuers. While escaping New 
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York, Thornhill is aided by a woman named Eve Kendall, played by Eva Marie Saint. Thornhill soon falls in love with Kendall and trusts her to help him find the spy he was mistaken for. After a tip from Kendall leads to another attempted assassination, he begins to suspect her. Thornhill soon finds out that Kendall is the leader of the criminal’s mistress. The leader’s name is Phillip Van Damm, played by the actor James Mason, and he continues to try to have Thornhill killed. However, Thornhill soon learns that Kendall is actually an undercover operative for the U.S. government. Fearing he could have exposed her true identity, Thornhill attempts to save Kendall, with the final scene culminating with an escape from Van Damm’s Mount Rushmore estate. The two escape while the government apprehends Van Damm and Thornhill and Kendall ride away together on a train. While this is just a very basic summary of the plot of North by Northwest, it is enough of a background to provide a decent understanding of the film.

The first stylistic aspect that Hitchcock uses to help show the theme of the ordinary protagonist is with the frequent use of the POV, or point-of-view, shot. A POV shot is a shot taken with the camera placed where the character eyes are, allowing the audience to see what the character would see. (Bordwell, and Thompson 480) One example of this is when Thornhill is told to go out to a field to wait for Kaplan by Kendall. A plane attacks him soon afterward. While the plane was approaching, Hitchcock chooses to include a point of view from Thornhill’s perspective to show that the plane was coming right for Thornhill. A second example of this is when Thornhill and Kendall are trying to escape Van Damm at Mount Rushmore. Thornhill looks down the monument and right as he does Hitchcock decides to switch to a point of view shot in order to give the audience a better idea of the danger Thornhill is in. There are two primary reasons that Hitchcock chooses to do this. The first is it allows him to unite the 
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characters on the screen and the spectators. (Belton 9-14) This allows the viewers of the film to have a better idea of how the protagonist feels at the time and know exactly the sort of danger the protagonist is in. The second reason Hitchcock does this is to because it provides narration without having to communicate in any other way, or invisible narration. (Mather 37-44) This allows him to continually inform the viewer about what is happening in the scene without pulling their attention away from it. It is also interesting that Hitchcock uses this extensively in his 1958 film Vertigo. In this film, Hitchcock employed several point-of-view shots during scenes where the protagonist Scottie Ferguson (James Stewart), who has a fear of heights, experiences vertigo by showing a point of view shot and distorting the scene. These examples of Hitchcock’s use of point of view shots indicate that this is an important part of his stylistic charm. This is probably used because in North by Northwest, he wanted to convey the sense of being in this extraordinary position. Most of the audience members could not imagine being in the type of predicament and by using point of view shots, Hitchcock is able to transfer the entire audience into the role of the ordinary protagonist. This furthers his infatuation with having people in unexpected positions by showing the audience just how amazing the situation is.

Another way that Hitchcock uses style choices to show the ordinary man is through the use of specific editing. Editing is the set of techniques that governs the relations between shots. (Bordwell, and Thompson 478) There are two primary examples that help portray Thornhill as an ordinary man in a abnormal situation. The first is in the field before the crop dusting plane attacks. Hitchcock has the camera pan all around the area and also shows it from a high-angle shot. This is done to show the viewer how barren and empty the area is and how Thornhill could possibly be in a dangerous situation. The second scene is yet again on the Mount Rushmore 
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escape section. Hitchcock shows Thornhill and Kendall in a medium shot trying to escape the pursuers. After he switches to a scene showing the progress of one of the pursuers and switches to the other pursuer to update the viewer of where they are located. He takes an extreme long shot of the monument to show the size of the characters in relation to the monument before coming back to the medium shot.  Both these scenes show just how epic the situation Thornhill is in. By showing the areas around him and then putting the entire scene in context with the extreme long-range shot, Hitchcock is able to develop a sense of how small the characters are. This shows that there is nothing special about Thornhill and that he is in larger than life locations. The use of this type of editing shows the audience that Thornhill is fighting against things that are out of his control and are much bigger than just him.

Hitchcock also chooses to use pacing to help show the uncommon position that Thornhill is in throughout North by Northwest. Pacing is how the director constructs the action in the movie and decides how far apart action sequences are from one another. In North by Northwest, Hitchcock keeps up a rather rapid pace. While it is broken up nicely by dialogue scenes, it was not often that the action slowed down. An example of this is the time between the scene in the field and the scene in the auction house. In order to keep the pace of the action fast, Hitchcock only put one scene of dialogue between the two scenes and he escalated the tension in the scene in the auction house in order to begin speeding up the pace again. Even at the beginning, where many films are a little slower, Hitchcock wastes no time in having the criminals abduct and try to murder Thornhill. I believe this is done to further increase the magnitude of Thornhill’s situation. By allowing him very little down time, the audience sees the trouble he is in. Hitchcock does this in his 1941 film Suspicion. While the pace of the action is very different at the beginning, about 
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sixty minutes in the pace is going incredibly quick. Every single season has a type of psychological action in it with Lina (Joan Fontaine) believing that Johnnie (Cary Grant) is a killer. Hitchcock provides a new hint that Johnnie is a killer in every scene and even though it is only shown through dialogue, it still keeps the action moving a quick rate. This recurring stylistic choice indicates that this is something that Hitchcock uses often and for a reason. By keeping his characters in hectic and rapidly changing situations, he continues to create a feeling of how astounding the entire situation the characters are in.

Hitchcock also showed how ordinary and unprepared Thornhill is by using the acting skills of the actors. Acting is when the actors portray emotions and actions while on camera. There are two primary sequences that Hitchcock uses to portray this in North by Northwest. The first is when Thornhill first is taken to the criminal’s house, which turns out to not really be his. In the scene, Van Damm accuses Thornhill of being a spy. Thornhill ardently denies this fact. By using expressions of anger, surprise, and a little bit of fear, Thornhill conveys to the audience that he is not the spy and that he is not sure what to do in the situation. This scene shows the audience that Thornhill is as normal as they are and is in a pretty tough situation. By having him convey these emotions, the audience learns that he is nothing special and is uncomfortable with the abnormal situation he has entered into. Another scene where acting plays an important role is when Thornhill finds out that Kendall is actually a U.S. spy and that he may have blown her cover. Thornhill first does not believe it, expressed by expressing denial, but we he realizes it is true he shows surprise first and then sadness because he realizes what has happened. The scene shows that he had no idea that she was on his side and that he may have accidentally caused her harm. This further deteriorates the situation Thornhill is in and he knows that he has to help fix 
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the situation. Hitchcock uses this type of acting in his 1955 film Dial M for Murder. In this film, Margot Wendice (Grace Kelly) is falsely accused of killing a man that was trying to murder her. Margot shows a deep well of sadness and misunderstanding while the police are questioning her which shows the crowd that the situation is beyond her control. Both these scenes and Dial M for Murder show that Hitchcock uses his actors and actresses talents well and he uses them to continue to show the ordinary protagonist. The acting is an important part of conveying this idea because if at any point the actors do not stick to this role, the theme becomes a little weaker.

The final stylistic choice that Hitchcock uses to show that Thornhill is an ordinary man in an extraordinary situation is his use of narration. Narration is the process through which the plot conveys or withholds story information. (Bordwell, and Thompson 479) Hitchcock does this through clever use of switches between the amount of information that the audience knows. There are two specific scenes that really show Hitchcock’s impressive use of restricted narrative. The first is close to the beginning when the government workers are talking about Thornhill’s situation. The audience learns at this point that Kaplan is a not even real and is just a decoy to draw attention for the other agent, who ends up being Kendall. This allows the audience to see just how insane Thornhill’s situation is because they now know that he is involved in a government operation. Thornhill does not find this out until much later in the movie after he has messed up the government’s plan accidentally. However does not just keep the main character ignorant of all events. The other scene that Hitchcock uses restrictive narration is when Thornhill and Van Damm are meeting at the visitor center of Mount Rushmore and Kendall shoots him. The viewer may actually believe that Kendall shot Thornhill but they find out relatively quickly that the bullets in the guns were fakes and it was all a scheme to try and clear Kendall. 
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Hitchcock’s ability to switch back and forth between these two narratives allows him to keep the film suspenseful all the way to the end. He used this technique before in his movie Rear Window. (Hitchcock 1955) In this film, Hitchcock does a very good job of keeping both his characters’ and the viewers’ perception of the narrative very restricted until the end by never fully explaining what is going on. However, by switching the restriction o the narration in North by Northwest, Hitchcock is able to show what an anomaly Thornhill’s situation is to the viewer by letting them know the scale of his situation while never fully clueing Thornhill. This stylistic choice furthers the film’s ability to show the audience just how unaware Thornhill is of his entire situation.

Hitchcock used all these stylistic aspects to create this far-reaching and extraordinary event. But why does he place his protagonist in this situation. Scholars have several different opinions. The first is that this is what Hitchcock was most successful at. Terry Teachout writes that Hitchcock’s most successful movies were all “thrillers that whose protagonists unexpectedly find themselves entangled in situations that put their lives at risk.” (Teachout 43-46) This may be true. Many of the movies that Hitchcock is best known for are movies like this. However, it is difficult to believe that Hitchcock would go through all this work just because it was successful. Lesley Brill, another scholar, believes that it is because Hitchcock enjoyed movies where everything was not completely realistic and the plotlines could be slightly absurd. He talks about how several scenes are logical objections that do not represent the classification of the cinema (as a romance movie) and that the romance plot was illogical and contained the commonest forms of romantic fiction miracles. (Brill 1-17) This could also be another possibility. Hitchcock may not of cared to much about what these types of critics thought and just made movies he 
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enjoyed making. But if Hitchcock is an auteur, that does not seem right. There is one critic that seems to be headed in the right direction. Reidar Due wrote about this theme in Hitchcock’s North by Northwest and claims that it is an innocence plot that Hitchcock kept repeating in his films. Reidar describes the point at which the innocence plot begins in North by Northwest is when Thornhill is framed for murder, writing that “the very swiftness of events as the scene is edited turns into a hyperbole of victimization in which everything has changed for the main character in the course of one brief, unfortunate moment. The protagonist’s fall from social grace is swift and merciless but also comical in its absurdity.” (Due 3) This very aptly explains how Thornhill was placed in his unlucky predicament. This seems like the most plausible explanation of why Hitchcock chose this theme for North by Northwest and his other works. The innocence plot in all these films is like putting a stamp on his films.

Hitchcock used the theme of an ordinary protagonist placed in extraordinary circumstances in several of his films. However, from the films I have viewed, it is most obvious in North by Northwest. Whether this is because of his intelligent use of stylistic techniques or it is just the way the script was written is difficult to tell. However, it is obvious that Hitchcock had some sort of infatuation with the ordinary protagonist. 
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