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ABSTRACT

Why is To Catch a Thief ignored by those who study Hitchcock?
To Catch a Thief was the director’s first film filmed primarily on
location. And, it was his first experiment with widescreen format
cinema. The combination of these two factors puts the director in
an insecure position not dissimilar to the insecure nouvelle riche
tourists depicted in the film. Hitchcock is unable to reproduce the
conditions he has at home and thus ends up making a film that
makes him little more than an average tourist who has lost her
jewels.
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A

Alfred Hitchcock’s Te Catich a Thief (1955) is one of the
director’s least discussed films. This lack of attention likely has much
to do with the discourse that has evolved around much of his other work.
In fact, studies of the director, along with those of Douglas Sirk,
Nicholas Ray and John Ford, constitute the foundation of auteurist film
inquiry, which, in itself, occupies a central role in the foundation of the
academic inquiry into cinema. Even the many psychoanalytic
treatments of Hitchcock’s filmmaking have not strayed far from the
assumption of Hitchcock as author of a unified body of work. This
unwavering disciplinary gaze has rarely, however, lingered long on
Hitchcock’s journey to the French Riviera in To Catch a Thief. The
director, in his interviews with Frangois Truffaut, dismisses the film as
lightweight and is reluctant to talk about it. In the seminal work on
Hitcheock’s films by Robin Wood, which in its current edition extends
well over 400 pages, the film is mentioned only twice.' For a film that
was such a commercial success one might expect that a bit more
attention may have been warranted.

If we find it necessary to place the film within an aesthetic
framework, the critic has recourse to New Critical normativity by
simply categorizing To Catch a Thief as a lesser work. Less canonical
Hitchcock projects, such as Stagefright (1950), Under Capricorn (1949)
and Torn Curtain (1966) have certainly been accounted for in that way.
This kind of categorization is, of course, susceptible to the accusation
of confirmation bias. “Hitchcock films display certain characteristics,
especially if we choose as our pool those films with such
characteristics.” To Catch a Thief does not engage in the same project
of uncarmy exposition that has been the catalyst of so much of the
psychoanalytic work on Hitchcock films. The film eschews
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construction of a psychoanalytic symptomology so prevalent in
Hitchcock’s later works.

If To Catch a Thief is participating in a different discourse than
much of the rest of the Hitchcock oeuvre, what constifutes this
discourse? The film reminds us that Hitchcock was a fully functioning
and successful member of both the Hollywood studio system and its
breakdown in the 1950s, one who paid tremendous attention to and
benefited from the economic trends and necessities of the era. In what
follows, 1 will argue that the ideological and formal consequences of
the industrial trends of the 1950s and the arguments put forth to justify
them situate To Catch a Thief as an important instance, both in the
development of the Hitchcockian oeuvre and the Hollywood industry.
His apparent turn away from his normal standards of production and
toward other contemporary industrial trends in To Catch a Thief is that
which confounds Hitchcock devotees and bores his critics. On the
surface, the film registers as little more than a vehicle to set Grace
Kelly and Cary Grant in front of a beautiful French Riviera background.
The film marks a departure from the careful, close-up psychological
studies for which the British born director had become famous. The
ubiquitous death drive so prevalent in other Hitchcock films is absent
here.? In fact, the one murder presented in the film goes further to
iliuminate the mystery than to cause it. The narrative economy, in many
ways, resembles the film noir tendency in its search for historical truth.
But of course, the visual representation remains quite the opposite of
the typical noiresque chiaroscuro. Instead the film participates fully in
another major trend of 50s filmmaking by allowing the location setting
and star glamour to dominate formal and narrative structure. Yet, this
film, more so than many of the films that share its production
conditions, fronts the difficulties of the very trend of which it is a part.

Post-Paramount-decree Hollywood was reeling from the effects
of major changes to the business/aesthetic model that had helped them
achieve industrial hegemony. The Supreme Court required the studios
to change their vertically integrated business practices, thereby
loosening their control over the domestic American market. The
combination of new forms of home entertainment, of which television
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was the most threatening but not the only one, and new lifestyle choices
forced other revisions in the ways films were conceived, made,
distributed and exhibited. Finally, tax laws outside the United States,
primarily but not exclusively in Furope, made it difficult for
Hollywood to collect the profits on their overseas sales, a market
segment upon which the studios were becoming ever more dependent.

By 1947 many Western European countries had regained enough
sovereignty after the ravages of World War I to begin to question some
of the effects American hegemony was having on their economies. One
such effect was the takeover of the sites of film exhibition and
distributing networks by American companies eager to exploit their
short-term economic advantages for long-term position in Buropean
local markets. In the wake of the war, Hollywood studios had acquired
a disproportionately large share of the screening theaters in major
European cities. The reaction of many European (and in fact worldwide)
governments was to pass laws to protect their vulnerable currencies,
which were also under threat by other inordinate trade advantages
enjoyed by the Americans. The tax and trade laws enacted prevented
companies from removing large amounts of currency from the country.
Thus, Hollywood was in the position to cam tremendous revenues from
the distribution of its products abroad, but was unable fo repatriate
those profits due to local trade restrictions.

One practice developed to get around those laws arguably
revolutionized Hollywood’s relationship to the image. This is the
practice known by the southern California trade unions to this day as
“runaway filmmaking.” For the first time since the great migration to
southern California at the beginning of the century, Hollywood
producers began regularly to shoot films not only outside the confines
of their studio lots, but outside of the country. By producing films in
European countries, the studios could spend the money they had earned
in Burope in making films that they could then distribute worldwide. In
return, however, they sacrificed the controfled conditions, filmic
conventions and production techniques that had enabled their
hegemonic rise in the preceding decades. As such the runaway
productions begin to create, adapt and adopt new practices that
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continue to impact the ways films are made, cinematic narratives are
spun and illusions are created.

Hollywood’s problems in the 1950s stemmed heavily but not
entirely from America’s growing fascination with broadcast domestic
entertainment, The movie industry had to compete for a segment of the
increasing amount of free time enjoyed by a booming American middle
class. This class not only moved to single family dwellings outside the
city limits, it cultivated and expanded recreational activities previously
reserved for that demographic group named after such activities-the
“leisure class.” Money spent on tourism and recreational sports,
activities that could be enjoyed by all members of American baby boom
families, expanded at a rate far greater than the dips experienced by
movie theater owners. Moreover, increased home ownership
influenced leisure time management. As John Belton puts if,
“Americans began to spend more and more time and money in
home-related activities, ranging from gardening and outdoor
barbecuing to do-it-yourself home improvement and relaxation” (73).
Thus, among the problems faced by the film industry was that their
product encouraged passive consumption by a public that was
increasingly interested in active participation and exchange. While film
scholars, such as Janet Staiger, would argue for a more nuanced
understanding of the history of film reception, seen strictly from the
perspective of the industry, this passive/active dichotomy is how
Hollywood itself framed the problem.’ Twentieth Century-Fox studio
boss, Darryl Zanuck is quoted as saying, “Entertainment is something
others provide for you, while recreation is something you provide in
some measure for yourself — something in which you participate”
(Belton 77). The industry clearly saw itself as needing to hook into the
participatory impulses of postwar Americans.

A trip to Europe joined the list of recreational outlets increasingly
available to the expanding middle class. In fact, by 1955 over one
million Americans annually undertook a non-professionally related
tour abroad, for the most part to Europe.* Judging from how such travel
was represented in the popular press by the mid-1950s, a European
tour became something of a marker of a certain bourgeois taste. In a
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1950s culture obsessed with questions of taste, appreciation of
European culture indicated a legitimating discernment.

Edifying travel became institutionalized with the founding of the
Fulbright Commission, university and college study abroad programs
and even increased pressure on schoolteachers to acquire a
cosmopolitan attitude through European travel. According to a 1954
article in Scholastic, a popular magazine for schoolteachers, Pan
American World Airways conducted a survey that showed a boom in
schools offering continuing education credit and even salary increases
to teachers who apreed to travel abroad.” On the same page of this brief
article are three different advertisements for European tours offering
enticements such as “Escorted Tours . . . for discriminating people who
want to enjoy carefree travel . . . ” and “Intercollegiate tours planned for
cultural values. . . .” Being a part of the burgeoning white middle class
in America meant, among other things, that one could represent oneself
as properly acquainted with one’s (Western) European heritage,
whether one actually descended from it or not. In a domestic culture in
which, among other things, the budding Civil Rights movement was
beginning to have some effect, a European tour became a strategy of
staking claim to hegemonic whiteness.”

The runaway film positioned itself as a value-added product to
another consumer desire, allowing film audiences to experience far
away places that had at least recently come into the range of their
imaginations. As opposed to studio bound films that, at best, would
display rear projected images of famous sites (as in Rick and Iise’s
drive down the Champs Elysee in Casablanca) the runaway films made
in Europe depict actors physically engaging with famous locations that
an increasing number of viewers had actually encountered. While the
films may not have been able to bridge the entertainment/recreation gap,
they at least display recognition of the spectator’s expanded interests.

The popular press not only encouraged the wave of travel to
Europe, they helped one prepare for the trip. Film marketing employed
this interest to sell runaway productions. One of the interviews Grace
Kelly gave while publicizing 7o Catch a Thief picked up on her image
as a seasoned traveler. Entitled “Grace Kelly tells how to travel light,”
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the Woman's Home Companion article tells women how to present
themselves properly while carrying the minimum amount of luggage.
Of course, the article itself is little more than a vehicle for presenting
Kelly in a wide array of appealing fashions with which she supposedly
travels. Nevertheless the article underscores heightened interest in
European travel critical to the story of To Catch a Thief. Moreover, it
served as a public relations device for a Hollywood practice that was
motivated by conditions well outside fashion sensibility.

Making films in Furope was not a marginalized practice. It was
one practiced by all of the major studios, employing many of the most
prominent directors of the period, including Billy Wilder, William
Wyler, and Douglas Sirk. For many filmmakers this form of
professional tourism would have been scen as a welcome opportunity
to escape the political pressures of HUAC red baiting, the industrial
anxiety brought about by plummeting cinema ticket sales, and a sensed
need for a new cinematic aesthetic. Moreover, all of the
above-mentioned directors were European expatriates themselves.
Production notes from To Catch a Thief indicated that, while the same
was true for Alfred Hitchcock, he was less enthusiastic about the idea
of filming abroad. In 1954 his Rear Window had been a smash hit, as
had Grace Kelly’s first film with him, Dial M for Murder (1954).
Unlike other Hollywood players who were still resisting the growth of
the television broadcasting industry, Hitchcock signed on in 1955 to
produce a series. This fit in well with a business model he had followed
for a decade of playing Hollywood sides against each other for his own
benefit. Thus, Hitchcock would not have had as much incentive to flee
southern California as other filmmakers. Yet, Hitchcock clearly gave
way to the priorities of Paramount studios, with whom he was then
under contract, to find ways to exploit their new widescreen format,
VistaVision, the process that was then being touted by Paramount as a
competitor to 20™ Century Fox’s CinemaScope. Moreover, the ability
to finance films through the use of frozen currencies did much to
decrease the film’s production costs.

By every way in which we would define a “runaway film,” either
through financial motivation, film location, technical specifications or
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thematic scheme, To Catch a Thief falls into the category. In fact, in
many ways, it stands as a paradigmatic example. By the time Hitchcock
headed to the Riviera, Hollywood had been engaged in runaway
filmmaking in Europe for the better part of a decade. Although the
evidence suggests that the primary motivator behind the shift in
location was financial, the Hollywood films made in Europe quickly
take on certain similarities. While hardly rising to the formulaic
requirements of a genre, certain thematic patterns had emerged in the
runaway films, Likewise, the films quickly became vehicles for the
display of new technological innovations. Beginning in 1954 with Jean
Negulesco’s Three Coins in a Fountain, runaway films increasingly
employed the wonders of anamorphic widescreen.

While Hitchcock had experimented with 3D filmmaking with
Dial M for Murder, To Catch a Thief marks his first formal experiment
in widescreen cinema. This fact becomes important, because they bear
tremendous influence over how the director could set up shots and
include visual information. According to studio correspondence, the
director did not adapt easily to the new technology. Despite
Paramount’s advertised claims to the contrary, the earliest versions of
VistaVision could not accommodate close-ups without tremendous
distortion. Therefore, Hitchcock had to forego a principal tool in his
construction of psychological drama. The normally claustrophobic
shots of Hitchcock’s earlier work were no longer appropriate in the
new widescreen format. Conventions that an astute viewer had come to
expect from a Hitchcock film, such as process shots and
experimentation with deep focus become, respectively, either much
more difficult or impossible to set up. And, since continuity editing of
the classical Hollywood style often demanded that longer shots be left
on the screen longer, Hitchcock was faced, at the cutting table, with
significant constraints to his well-established editing style.” Thus,
many of the tools that made Hitchcock films Hitchcock films had to be
rethought in working with the new technology. Hitchcock adapted to
the new technology well and would go on to exploit it masterfully in
subsequent films. If the new format proved, in Hitchcock’s first
experience, incompatible to his aesthetic, later films, such as Vertigo
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(1958) or North by Northwest (1959) reveal almost an obsession with
the details of large format filmmaking. Thus, To Catch a Thief becomes
a frial run for subsequent successes.

In a correspondence between Hollywood and the Cannes
production unit, Hitchcock expresses his frustration with working both
on location and with the new technology. The unit producer, C.O. (Doc)
Erickson, admits in his daily missives to the Paramount Studios that the
ambitions of doing a wide-format thriller on-location in the south of
France exceeded many of the technical capabilities available to
Hitchcock and his crew. Clearly the producers intended to take
advantage of the location for the sake of authenticity. However, the
combination of a camera (the double-frame Vista-Vision format) with
which Hitchcock had never before worked and the conditions on
location made it impossible for the famously detailed director and
producer to imitate his own form. Erickson writes: *I have talked to
Hitch and Burks and Kelley [the two cameramen, rrs] about the
probiem of out-of-focus backgrounds and close-ups. As you probably
know, Hitch feels very strongly about this point and insists upon
shooting normal close-ups, but will be protected in ail cases with a
looser shot or a transparency background.”

The “looser” shots are the ones that finally make it into the film.
Hitchcock’s frustration stems from the inability to achieve a deep
enough focus with the wide-format camera. This altered dramatically
the style of the film away from the shot rhythm to which Hitchcock was
accustomed. One short scene reveals how the editing and focal length
differences conspire to alter the typical Hitchcock psychological effect.
The scene takes place as a part of the larger sequence in which John
Robie and Frances Stevens go on a drive through the countryside. The
larger sequence is designed both as a showcase for VistaVision
landscape shots of the Riviera coast and to stage a series of
conversations that reveal Stevens’ need for dangerous adventure and
consequent affections toward Robie. For Robie the primary motivation
for the sequence derives from his attempt to predict where the next
jewel heist will happen. As such, he is traveling under the guise of Mr.
Burns, an American lumberman in the market for a villa in the region.



272 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXXV, Nos, 34

The scene typifies the typical Hitchcock recognition/misrecognition
situations the director often employed to establish suspension. Frances
is attempting to discover Robie’s intentions at the same time that Robie
seeks to unveil the person who is trying to frame him.

The sequence takes us through a series of medium tracking shots
as the couple walks from the front to the back of the villa. This shots are
interspersed with POVs of Robie scanning the villa. Frances thinks
Robie is scoping the place for a robbery. As they reach the back of the
villa, one such POV reveals a man in the distance descending the
staircase from the house to the terrace. The countershot is a two shot of
Robie and Frances moving toward the camera. Their dialogue has him
providing a seemingly accurate reading of her romantic motivations
while his eyes appear to follow the movement of the man down the
stairs. The sequence cuts back to reveal quite briefly that the man,
whom the spectator cannot identify, has come much closer. It cuts back
to the continued medium tracking shot of the conversation and finally
back to a medium shot of the man, who has now met them at the bottom
of the staircase. We now see that the man is Bertani, the restaurant
owner who had claimed to be helping Robie. However the shot is at
enough of a distance that it is easy to imagine that the identity of the
man may not have been clear to the spectator upon one viewing of the
film. The next shot, a tail on, match-on-action of Bertani walking away
from the camera, dissolves what little tension the scene may have
hoped to build up to that point.

This scene would normally constitute a melodramatic high point.
It portrays a shift in the plot where Robie discovers whose trail he must
follow to clear his name. He discovers that the same people who had
been his comrades in the resistance underground now betray him. In
essence, the screenplay contains all of the elements of a formulaic
thriller that Hitchcock had been accustomed to producing. What is
lacking is the typical Hitchcock visual punctuation that would provide
the necessary tension. This series of shots would have been followed in
almost every other Hitchecock film with a series of shot/countershot
close-ups that would signal the recognition and betrayal. Absent these
shots, which the studio correspondence indicates were attempted,
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Hitchcock must displace the dramatic tension elsewhere in the film.
That displacement is most obvious in the car chase scene, already the
second one in the film to this point, that follows the scene just
described. These large production numbers appear to be an attempt on
Hitchcock’s part to compensate for his inability to create suspense
through the addition of action.

The experience with To Catch a Thief influences subsequent
Hitchcock efforts. It was meant to be the first of two runaway
productions the director would undertake. But, Hitchcock and
Erickson’s experience in the Riviera caused them to return to the
Paramount lot to shoot the remake of The Man Who Knew Too Much,
another film about tourism gone awry. The technical limitations of
runaway filmmaking and the director’s inability to master them make
To Catch a Thief, in formal visual terms, a failed model of the famous
Hitchcock anxiety machine.

When To Catch a Thief premiered in the summer of 1955, critics
were unanimous in their dislike of the film, but could not agree on what
made the film fail. They concurred that, whatever it was that
constituted a Hitchcock experience, it did not appear here. Yet, we do
not have to partake in this auteurist exercise in order to discern in what
discourse, if not the supposed Hitchcockian one, To Catch a Thief does
participate. By the time Hitchcock made To Catch a Thief, films shot on
location in Europe began to take on common characteristics. These
included most predominately depictions of young women traveling and
coming of age sexually in Europe. Apparent products of Hollywood’s
then newfound tendency toward market segmentation, the European
runaway films project themselves toward a young, female, middle class
audience by foregrounding the hottest topics of women’s magazines of
the time, namely tourism and fashion.

The emergence of the notion of the ugly American tourist is an
obvious byproduct of the debates about taste and the nouveau riche that
permeate intellectual discussion in the 1950s. No one was more
threatened by the growth of the middle class than those who had
enjoved that status for decades. “Establishment” Americans turned to
taste and cultural capital as the gatekeeping standards for bourgeois
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legitimacy. Everything from scholarly agendas to real estate codes
were set up to assure that financial security alone was not a guarantor to
middle class (or, for that matter, upper class) status. As Jackson Lears
has argued, “the dominance of New Criticism was itself evidence of the
pervasive aestheticism of the 1950s—the tendency to make literature
into a kind of surrogate religion” (Lears 46). In effect, taste became a
guarded moral category that separated the enlightened from the
barbarians.

Taste in travel became a test for whether the newly affluent
American was eligible to belong to the social as well as the economic
class. This particular fear of who is minding the gates of entry into the
middle class drives the melodramatic film narratives of the decade from
Douglas Sirk’s 41l that Heaven Allows (1956) to Nicholas Ray’s
Bigger Than Life (1956). In fact, in the latter film, travel posters of
Europe are equated with proper middle class taste.

Traveling abroad was meant to edify and socialize the American.
The cultural roots of this journey extend back to Thomas Jefferson’s
sojourn in Paris but are concretized in American intellectualism
through the work of Henry James. For James, one’s status as properly
acculturated is most often tested in regards to one’s appreciation for the
aesthetic values of continental Furope. Harry Levin has noted of
James® characters in Europe that they are “guided in the goings and
comings by his seasoned knowledge of local topography.”® James
established an elite intellectual norm for tourists, wherein polyglottism
and aesthetic appreciation were proper necessities. Taste in travel was
determined by how well one responded to a foreign environment. One
was meant to exhibit familiarity with local behavior without “going
native.” Moreover, the sophisticated traveler must be able to rise above
the inevitable misadventures of travel.

Decrying the ugly American tourist as lacking in these skills
became a sport of the intellectual elite of the 1950s. Ogden Nash
penned a poem entitled “Who Wants to Travel All Over Europe and
See Nothing But a lot of American Tourists? T do”, published in the
New Yorker in 1955 in which he differentiates his longing for a
European journey from that of imagined Texans who want to drive
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Chevvies on St. Andrews Golf Course.' At the same time, it was a
thinly guised expression of fear that the American middle class was
losing the set of distinctions that defined it. The popular novelist Judith
Krantz recognized the hidden agenda behind the stereotypification as
expressing a need of its perpetrators of “feeling superior.” Krantz goes
on to offer a sympathetic reading of the petit bourgeois tourist’s drive
for cultural education in the face of American and European snobbery.
“People don’t seem o realize that there has been a revolution in foreign
travel, and that of the many Americans departing every year, only a few
are in the Eden Roc-Paris Ritz class” (Krantz 61). Arguably, 7o Catcha
Thief is a response to this tourist culture of which it is also a part.
Tourist anxiety explains the film more than any discourse one might
locate in another Hitchcock film,

Of what then, does the anxiety of the tourist consist? The greatest
fear is that of being ripped off, swindled or even not getting the proper
bargain. This fear stems from the necessary class difference that lies at
the heart of the tourist experience, especially the journey abroad. If this
is less true now, with the global expansion of the middle class, it was
certainly true in the 1950s. One went abroad to experience the general
benefits of status, whether material or cultural, that one did not enjoy at
home. The downside to that is, of course, that one’s disjointed
enjoyment rests entirely on the wealth one brings along on the trip.
Thus, does travel become the perfect reaim for the nouveau riche. The
tourist can expect the destination and her own arrival in it to provide the
cultural capital as long as the tourist brings the traveler’s checks.

To Caich a Thief, more so than many of its runaway
contemporarics, foregrounds its commentary on tourism. The film’s
credit sequence opens with a shot of the storefront of a French
Government Tourist Office window advertising trips to France. The
sequence creates a bit of geographical confusion within seconds,
leading the spectator to conclude that the storefront shot is, in fact,
non-diegetic. We are clearly not experiencing the POV of any
particular character in the plot. For, the sequence cuts with a sound cue
from the storefront to a medium shot of a sunburned tourist with cream
on her face screaming. This is followed by a shot from outside a
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(clearly European) beachfront hotel and a soundtrack filled with
similar screams, mostly in English, one in French, proclaiming the loss
of valuable jewels interspliced with an image of a black cat walking
away from the camera. Thus, we are thrown immediately into a
tourism-related trauma and given a symbolic suggestion as to its
source,

This rapid opening parodies the representation of theft. The
victims receive no sympathy for the crimes committed against then.
Rather, from the very beginning the film portrays the tourist victims of
a sophisticated jewel thief as tasteless and idle boors. The screaming
tourist offers a standard of anxiety against which the film’s main
characters will be judged. In fact, these thefts function as little more
than a plot device with which the film sets up the real crime, which
appears to be class mobility. That is to say, in the eyes of at feast his
former working class comrades in arms, the crime John Robie stands
accused of having perpetrated appears not to have been ripping off
tourists, but betraying his former Resistance comrades. Through
mysterious means Robie has gained class stature while his comrades
are consigned to serving those of the class to which Robie has ascended.
Postwar conditions required the members of the Resistance, who had
spent five years living outside the martial law imposed by the Vichy
regime, to again submit themselves to legal norms, If Robie has broken
this social contract and enriched himself'in the process, then in so doing
he has betrayed his working class former comrades in arms.

As the story plays itself out, it becomes less of a clash of right
versus wrong, but a culture clash between tourists and those who serve
them. The film wavers in its sympathies toward the contending sides.
The only side we get in this first sequence is that of a middie-aged
female, presumably American tourist with her hair up in rollers and
cold cream on her face, Thus, the film establishes an immediate link in
the narrative to “the ugly American tourist,” As Raymond Durgnat has
described the scene: “People who aren’t qualified for ‘life’—i.e.
romance-—are bound to end up losers if they’re unrealistic enough to
court it—and it isn’t merely her appearance and age that are at stake—
it’s everything that greedy and querulous in that face and that scream”
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(253). Of course, Durgnat can merely speculate exactly what
Hitchcock’s attitude toward the screaming woman must have been, Yet,
the film punishes the American tourist who attempts to experience the
excitement without the danger.

Ongce the theft has been presented, the camera pulls back to a long
shot of men entering a car and driving off. The film then cuts to a
helicopter shot of the car traversing the serpentine roads up a mountain.
Thus, within seconds of the end of the opening credits, the film displays
the capabilities of the widescreen mechanism with which it is
experimenting, What we get is a panoramic view of the French Riviera.
The film deliberately places itself in the tourist’s perspective
throughout, providing the look and feel of a travelogue.

The production files reveal the degree of difficulty the production
unit had in achieving the panoramic shots that make up a significant
portion of the film. The combination of a helicopter, which was at that
time relatively rare acronautic equipment, good weather and the
VistaVision camera added considerably to the film’s negative costs.
Why was it so important? These shots were integral to the look the film
was attempting to sell. They become the primary footage for the
pre-release trailer, which gives little indication of the film’s actual
narrative. The film was sold as a VistaVision location film with
stunning scenery and A-list cast and director. The producers apparently
wanted a film that, more than anything, would appeal to the new taste
for travel. Moreover, as I noted above, the wide-open shots of the
Riviera coast are also a substitute for the visual tension Hitchcock
seemed unable to construct.

To Catch a Thief takes on the questions of taste and tourism quite
directly. The film identifies varying typologies of the American abroad.
The first ones to appear on the screen are the vulgar nouveau riche
tourists who are among those being robbed of their baubles. Cary
Grant’s character, John Robie, is a much more complicated
construction. He stands in for the American expatriate, with which so
many Henry James stories are populated. Yet, despite the suave
exterior that suggests a comfortable middle class status, we learn
quickly that his wealth was acquired as an adult, in fact as a jewel thief.
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Moreover, his history of having fought in the Resistance suggests a
political background, linguistic competency and commitment that
aligns him more with the Lincoln brigade fighters of the Spanish Civil
War than with James’ genteel leisure class. As such, one can read him
as a kind of postwar Rick Blaine from Casablanca. When John Robie
disguises himself as Burns, a lumberman from Oregon, the character
makes sense only i terms of audience expectations of a recently
successful businessman from the American West seeking to acquire
cultural capital to adorn his fortunes. Hence, the disguise chosen by
Robie to fit in in the luxury hotel in the Riviera is that of a boorish,
nouveay riche American,

Interesting contrasting versions of taste come in the
mother/daughter duo Jessie and Frances Stevens, played by Jessie
Royce Landis and Grace Kelly respectively. The mother owns up to the
vulgar displays of wealth to which she feels compelled in order to
perform a class standing that would otherwise not be evident. The
daughter, on the other hand, who has enjoyed a lifetime of the fuxuries
her mother’s fortunes have allowed her, vacillates between hiding the
fact that her family’s money is their only claim to status and using her
class awareness as a source of charm. Class difference and the
performance thereof motivate these characters throughout the movie.
Touring Burope is represented as a cultural obligation signifying that a
degree of both financial wealth and cultural capital has been obtained.
The grand ball that serves as the setting for the film’s denouement also
sets a stage for the new moneyed class to perform for one another.

Jessie Stevens spans the class structure more thoroughly than do
any of the other characters. Initially she is depicted as living up to the
cliché of the tasteless rich American. But, she soon embraces and
parodies this position. Unlike the initial victims, Jessie turns the
anxiety of the nouveau riche tourist on its head. In fact, by providing
her with a bit of a self-critical awareness regarding her own taste and
behavior, the film puts her in a position to solve the crime. She exhibits
a willingness to pay the price of her (admittedly heavily insured) jewels
for a bit of adventure. In fact, she derives enjoyment from the
nervousness this causes other people.
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The triangle that fuels the tension of To Catch a Thief depends
heavily on extradiegetic context of which the contemporary American
viewer in 1955 would have been aware. As the reports in the popular
press regarding travel abroad indicate, both class-consciousness and
America’s place in the world pervaded popular discourse. But that only
accounts for part of the diegetic economy in the film. The tension
derives from a struggle among three parties, the old tourist/expatriate
class, the new tourist ¢lass and the French natives engaged in serving
the tourists. The triangle pulls on mutual antagonisms among Robie, a
former cat burglar who atoned for his criminal activity by siding with
the French Resistance during the war, his former comrades, who claim
to believe him to be back to his old tricks, thereby getting wealthier
while they wash dishes, and the tourists, who accuse him of stealing
their jewels. This triangle forces Robie to declare loyalty to either one
or the other group, thereby creating the suspense that holds the film
together,

The native French population, which has been reduced to serving
the Americans, is placed in between the two protagonists and uses its
position to play one against the other. We first encounter this class in
the initial restaurant scene, one in which Robie’s former colleagues in
the Resistance accuse him either directly or indirectly of having
reneged on his pledge to give up crime. They, in the meantime, have
spiraled from patriotic freedom fighters to servants of those who were
their fellow allies a decade earlier. The plot depends upon a certain
assumed French/American tension. That is to say the film would not be
understandable without the contextual background of postwar
Franco-American mutual resentments, which newspapers in both the
United States and France reported frequently in the ten years following
the war.

The screenplay provides little motivation for the appearance of
Grace Kelly’s character, Frances Stevens, apart from providing Robie a
seemingly unwanted romantic counterpart. On the other hand, Brigitte
Auber, in the role of Danielle, the ingénue suffering from unrequited
love for Robie, plays a crucial role. She narrates the political
dimensions of the resentment felt by the former resistance fighters. In
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the end, she is a bit of a DeGaulle figure, one who first causes and then
lives off a sense of American betrayal.

The Stevens first encounters Robie, then under the disguise of Mr.
Burns, just after Jessie has displayed her quiet aggression toward the
hotel wait staff. The success of his charm toward Jessie comes from his
playing to her class sensibilities. The humor of the scene derives from
his portrayal of himself as a wealthy but tasteless tourist demanding
payment in full for a roulette table marker he drops into a woman’s
cleavage. Presumably enjoying his philistine behavior and the good
looks she commented on earlier, Jessie invites him back to her table.
There she reads him as similar to her Iate husband, Jeremiah, whom she
praises in practical American fashion for having “had both feet on the
ground.” Her comment about preferring bourbon to champagne
because the latter fook too long to age invokes a stereotype of class
difference regarding the appropriate appreciation of delayed
gratification. All along, Frances’s role is to be shocked and dismayed at
her mother’s boorish ways,

Durgnat praises Jessie as rising above the class stercotype with
which the film begins. “The very actions with which she seemed, at
first, to epitomize the crass vulgarity of the nouveau riche . . . are her,
and perhaps Hitchcock’s comment on ‘the good life.”” Her enjoyment
stems from her ability to maneuver within and around class status.
Underneath the surface version of unabashed consumer materialism
indicative of social insecurity is a woman thoroughly enjoying the
tensions that come with being nouveau riche.

The opposite is true of her daughter, Frances gives the air of a
sophisticated adult woman, sovereign in her sexuality and polished
veneer. But, part of the double intendre of the seduction scene comes
when, after presumably giving herself to Robie, she discovers the
jewels are missing, Her demand “Give me back my jewels!” suggests
not only that her virtue and valuables seem to be closely linked, but also,
having succumbed to Robie, she no longer is very secure in what either
may have meant. This as Durgnat suggests equates “money with
virginity in particular, and sexuality in general” (Durgnat 254). He
points out that dialogue earlier in the same scene “coyly equates the
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warmth of worn jewelry with Frances’s breast” (Durgnat 254). Her
virginity, jewelry, and class standing are of a piece. Losing one seems
to equate losing them all. Only Robie can restore two while providing
meaning for the loss of the third.

To Catch a Thief offers more cultural parody of Americans than
any of Hitchcock’s more psychoanalytically driven films. While hardiy
speaking to real French or European concerns about the invasion of
what they may or may not have seen as crass Americans, it points to the
class issues that often accompanied participation in the tourist industry
in postwar France.

Upon visiting the set of Te Catch a Thief, André Bazin was
disturbed to find the legendary control freak, Alfred Hitcheock,
curiously unengaged in the making of the film. The production files
suggest that Bazin’s observation may not reflect the whole of the shoot
in Cannes. Albeit frustrated by a series of conditions to which he was
not accustomed, including an incomplete screenplay at the
commencement of shooting, French crew members’ work habits, and a
wide-screen process that seemed incompatible with his aesthetic,
Hitchcock receives praise from the studio for his economy and
precision, the work habits that had served his reputation with
Hollywood studio executives well. Yet, it is clear that the control and
camera-work in To Catch a Thief failed to live up to his Hollywood
reputation. Moreover, he was unable to fulfill the studio’s desire for the
film to be shot completely on-location, a claim that had been used in the
successful marketing of other contemporary runaway productions. And,
despite his own best efforts, he was unable to complete the film without
resort to process shots, which remain a staple of Hitchcock films.

The result of Hitchcock’s and the Paramount crew’s labors in the
south of France was an entertaining film with brilliant costumes,
alluring actors and beautiful wide-screen location footage. In short, To
Catch a Thief became a quite typical Hollywood runaway film. It is
only because of the “Hitchcock” imprint on the film that such a
description sinks to the damnation of faint praise. The film,
nevertheless, occupies an important position in the history of
Hitcheock’s films.
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I started by asking why To Catch a Thief, one of Hitchcock’s most
commercially successful films, has slipped past the critical gaze. For
both the director himself as well as the throngs of scholars who have
created and attended to the Hitcheock aura seemed to have conspired to
have us look elsewhere. What we have then failed to see, I would argue,
is Hitchcock’s own anxiety about To Catch a Thief. Hitchcock
produced and reproduced a self-portrait that equated the director with
his work. But, Hitchcock apparently did not want to be identified with
his work on this film. His obvious inability to master the medium and
conditions of production reveal Hitchcock’s dependence on formal
studio conventions. Hollywood needed desperately to change the very
fook of the products they were offering. Hitchcock displayed a
willingness to adapt quickly to new conditions. In this instance,
however, he appears to have failed. In short, Hitchcock becomes the
kind of tourist his film so compellingly parodies, unable to adapt
quickly enough to his surroundings and conditions. He fails as a tourist
because, like a Texan in a Taco Bell in Tuscany, he seeks to have
everything as it is at home.

Citing Hitchcock’s inability to master a certain mode of 1950s
Hollywoed production is not so shocking a conclusion unless you
consider to what degree the entire academic enterprise of film studies
depends on arguments of exceptionalism surrounding certain figures.
The picture of Hitchcock changes significantly if we read the film, not
as an anomaly but as an integral segue from his classical Hollywood
style to the late “psycholanalytic” Hitchcock. Fredric Jameson
describes a vanishing mediator as a moment of surplus in a dialectical
process in which the agent of change remains behind in the old form
while a new content is being generated. Having completed its task, the
mediator, in the guise of the old form vanishes and reveals the
radicalized content.''

We can read To Catch a Thief, then, as a vanishing mediator
between two eras of Hitchcock production. It is, if you will, a summer
vacation between the Hitchcock’s mastery of academy ratio and
claustrophobia and the later fascination with widescreen format, and
agoraphobia. It is the last of his successful collaborations with Grace



Sun Scream: Alfred Hitchcock and the Anxiety of the Tourist 283

Kelly and therefore the beginning of the simulation of her in the bodies
of Doris Day, Kim Novak, Eve Marie Saint, Janet Leigh and Tippi
Hedren. Thus, far from being a MacGuffin, that is a distraction from
the “real” Hitchcock, To Catch a Thief creates the conditions that will
make Hitchcock the constant object of the disciplinary gaze he has
become. Vanishing mediators only function properly by appearing as
“aberrations or excesses” that must quickly be dismissed.'? Perhaps
therein lies the reason behind Hitchcock’s and Hitcheock scholars’
silence around the film.

NOTES

! For a productive examination of Hitchcock and the death drive see
Laura Mulvey’s “Death Drives” in Richard Allen and S. Ishii-Gonzales ed.
Hitchcock Past and Future (New York: Routledge, 2004)

2 For a productive examination of Hitchcock and the death drive see
Laura Mulvey's “Death Drives” in Richard Allen and S. Ishii-Gonzales ed.
Hitchcock Past and Future (New York: Routledge, 2004)

3 See Perverse Spectators: The Practices of Film Reception. (New York:
New York U P, 2000).

4 “Foreign Travel by Americans Has More Than Tripled” U.S. News and
World Report 42 (May 24, 1957): 42-43.

5 “Farn Credits For Your Trip Abroad” Scholastic v. 65, December 1,
1954: 10-T.

8 1t is interesting to note that in the dozens of Hollywood films that fit
into the general category with which I am working, Europe remains an entirely
“white” continent. That is to say, there are no depictions of the many social
factors of 1950s Burope (American bases, postcolonial immigration, etc . . . )
that led to increasingly multicultural populations in all Western European
countries,

7 For a thorough explanation of the relationship between editing and
widescreen format see David Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson
The Classical Hollywood Cinema (New York: Columbia UP, 1985), 363.

8 | atter from C.O. Herrick to Frank Caffey, 13 Jun. 1954. To Carch a
Thief [Production-location] Paramount Production Records Collection.
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Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. page
3.

® Harry Levin, “Introduction,” The Ambassadors. New York: Penguin
Books, 1986.

" New Yorker 31 (Jul, 30, 1955); 28.

"' See “The Vanishing Mediator: or, Max Weber as Storyteller,” The
Ideology of Theory: Essays 1971-1986 Vol. 2. The Symax of History
(Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1988), 3-34.

* Slavoj ZiZek’s most thorough discussion of the vanishing mediator, a
term he lifts from Frederic Jameson is found in For They Know Not What They
Do. Enjoyment as a Political Factor (London: Verso, 1991), 179-88.
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