Hitchcock referred to Rear Window as pure cinema. Discuss

“The film presents a disturbingly entertaining vision of human curiosity and voyeurism. Most all of the camera shots are from the protagonist's perspective, forcing the film viewers to see the adventure from his point of view and making us share in his voyeuristic pleasure.”
 But does this fully explain us why Hitchcock calls it pure cinema? I think first we have to understand what is meant by the term “pure cinema”. In his interview with Francois Truffaut, Hitchcock comments “It was a possibility of doing purely cinematic film. You have an immobilised man looking out. That’s one part of the film. The second part shows how he reacts. This is actually the purest expression of a cinematic idea”
 Hitchcock was delighted to accept the project when he was first asked to direct Rear Window  because he saw it as a challenge. The film required advanced technology but that was not a problem for Hitchcock of course. “He had all the technical toys he desired at his disposal, plus two of his favourite stars, Jimmy Stewart and Grace Kelly.”
 Hitchcock was given everything he can ask for creating the element for his pure cinema: the tension between a protagonist observing and being observed. I believe Hitchcock created a work of art which was not quite possible to be created in any other form of art. Watching what Steward observes and than observing Stewards’ expressions with sudden close-ups is itself the basics of the cinematic idea.

Even the opening sequence resembles the raising of a theatre curtain when a curtain is being opened in an apartment window. Hitchcock plays with the “pure cinema” idea throughout the movie. Sometimes he shows us clearly what’s going on and sometimes he hides part of the action behind curtains or walls between windows to make us guess and drive us to conclusions. This in fact keeps the attention of the viewer on ambiguities. “Not only is there the murder, but there are the goings-on elsewhere in the complex: a lonely spinster on the verge of suicide; a frustrated musician trying to write a hit song; a middle-aged beatnik sculptor moulding a strange, phallic object in full view of her neighbours; a childless couple devoted to their dog; a ballerina who exercises by the open window courted by ravenous men; and, in one of the film's many cheeky assaults on the sexual standards of the day, a newlywed couple whose shade remains firmly closed for three days.”
 But the biggest ambiguity of what we see on the `stage of windows` is the murder. (other ambiguities in other windows are never proven. Although some seem like very obvious, they might turn out to be completely different situations… we can’t be sure.) Did a salesman murder his wife, put the parts of the corpse in bags and bury them in his garden? Or is it something we are forced to believe by the misguidance of Hitchcock. He manages to grasp the audience and keep them stuck to their seats trying to find out which option is true until then.  The best thing is that there’s no way of telling it until we are caught by the murderer. He stares right into our eyes and what a climax it is! “But punishment there must be and punishment there is, only this time, Stewart takes the fall for us (literally). Hitchcock was only too aware that pushing the self-reflexivity of the experience too far would alienate his viewers, and he deals out a cheerfully vicious poetic justice to our on-screen simulacrum.”4

I believe this method of Hitchcock is very similar to what Fritz Lang does in You Only Live Once. In fact the whole point George Wilson argues about the unreliability of the plot was about the ambiguity of how each scene was shot. In every scene you had the clues for both options but you could never be sure if Eddie is guilty or not. It is the same frustration that Steward goes through (and the viewer of course, through what Steward sees and his expressions). This whole idea of “non-3rd person” narration creates the unreliability. Hitchcock’s narration makes the movie as much “1st person-view” as it can. In fact there are 3rd person narrations by instant close-ups to Steward’s face but it just adds to 1st person narration. Close ups to Steward’s face guide and shape your interpretation about what you see through Steward’s binoculars.

In fact in Rear Window, Alfred Hitchcock experiments with putting the viewer through his own anxieties. “Alfred Hitchcock’s fears and anxieties dominate his imagination and the conduct of his daily life, just as, more lightly and artfully expressed, they dominate his films.”
 Directors like Cronenberg, Lynch, Takashi Miike and Coen all do the same thing. You always get the same feeling while watching a movie of these directors.  The same director’s characteristic styles like the flesh theme of Cronenberg, the uncompleted side stories of Lynch or the sudden genre shifts in the movies of Takashii Mike… And this is Hitchcock’s style. “In his treatment of men and women, Hitchcock is a born observer, a trustworthy chronicler of detail, but his observations have, as it were; no sequel in action, no real bearing on he course of motive and effect.”
 But here what Hitchcock does, half a century before today’s cinema, is so basic that it is appalling and shocking considering the audience of the time movie was made. Maybe that’s why even Truffaut, who interviewed Hitchcock, says “I was still a working critic the first time I saw Rear Window, and I remember writing that the picture was very gloomy, rather pessimistic and quite evil. But now I don’t see it in that light at all; in fact, I feel it has a rather compassionate approach. What Stewart sees from his window is not horrible but simply a display of human weakness and people in pursuit of happiness.”1 The “pessimism” and “evil” in Rear Window is not pointless or irrelevant. It is what is there in human mind. Alfred Hitchcock puts the viewer in the position of a voyeurist and shows him/her this “evil” inside. This movie is basically that. And Hitchcock is credited because he creates this experiment very successfully through his language of cinema. Using sudden close-up face expressions, shooting through the eyes of Steward and setting the audience to look at the whole action in once, Hitchcock just makes the viewer think whatever he wants. “If you take the man looking, you do his close-up-say it’s Mr. Steward. He looks. And now you cut to what he sees. And you show a woman holding a baby in her arms. Then you cut back to him and he smiles. Now take away the middle piece of film, have his close up and, instead of cutting  to a woman with a baby, cut to a girl in a very risqué bikini. Now you use the same smile, but you’ve changed him from the benevolent gentlemen to a dirty old man only by changing one piece of the film.”4 Hitchcock uses this so powerful that it’s almost he is moving the head of the viewers from one window to another, but at the same time getting the story as much as only Hitchcock wants you to get. I don’t mean to conclude that Hitchcock is voyeuristic and he is making a film about it. He is just picking up one controversial (not fully accepted or even decided) human trait and letting the audience go through the same feeling and interpret it in his/her own way. Pure cinema experience.

I think Gaspar Noe’s work is very similar and comparable to Hitchcock’s work here.The infamous 9 minute rape scene in Irreversible was highly controversial and it was even more of a talk than the movie itself. It was said that it has the same effect of the shower scene in Psycho for the audience of 1960. But the main issue in Irreversible wasn’t the gore or the length of the scene, but the situation it puts the viewer in. “Our own helplessness numbs us, and so the entire scene almost becomes an exercise in masochism, and perhaps sick voyeurism.”
 We are brought down to ground level with Monica Belluci and forced to see the rape and have no right to interfere of course. Just like the voyeurism experiment of Hitchcock, Gaspar Noe puts us into a rape-watching experiment. It is one step (or couple more) further in the limit of guilty pleasure. Moreover this experiment was even more stressed when another guy enters the tunnel at the far end, stops and then leaves. I believe this scene of Gaspar Noe is a compressed, more immoral, violent and fetish feeling of Hitchcock’s Rear Window. It may not be “rape” in Rear Window, but still even watching an intimate moment between two people makes us feel uneasy. Compared to today’s cinema, this idea may seem naïve but I believe the experience of Rear Window in 1954 is the same thing in its root. The voyeurism experiment of Hitchcock’s is based on purely cinematic experience through an invalid photographer.

Rear Window is itself about watching. It is as subjective as an art form can be. Rear Window guides the viewer so tight and strict there’s no room left for any other feelings. The interpretation of the viewer can only be of his own inner conflicts (how he faces the voyeurism and what he looks at). There’s no room left for any other way of approaching what’s told and it is impossible to create this feeling in any other art form. This is unique to cinema. And that’s why Alfred Hitchcock calls it pure cinema.
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