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CHAPTER EIGHT

SHADES OF GREY: SUSPENSE, SUBJECTIVITY
AND THE SOUNDTRACK IN NOTORIOUS'

CATHERINE HAWORTH

Premiered in New York on 15 August 1946, Notorious was Alfred
Hitchcock’s eleventh American film. Noforious is a suspenseful mixture of
romance and espionage, and much of its tension stems from Hitchcock’s
frequent reminders that the meaning of aural and visual information is
highly subjective, and that appearances can often be deceptive. The first
half of this chapter investigates the (un)reliability of ‘vision’ and its
impact upon characterisation and suspense in Notorious, before discussing
similar strategies that are at work in the construction and effect of the
soundtrack. :

Notorious opens with Alicia Huberman (Ingrid Bergman) witnessing
her father’s conviction for Nazi treason against the United States. A ‘good-
time girl’, casual in her relations with men and with drink, Alicia seems
happy enough until Devlin (Cary Grant), an American government agent,
asks her to take an unspecified mission as a spy in Rio de Janeiro. She
agrees and the two of them fly to Rio, accompanied by Devlin’s superior,
Prescott (Louis Calhern). After arriving in Rio, Alicia renounces her
licentious ways and falls in love with Devlin, who is initially reticent but
eventually surrenders to his feelings.

Matters are soon complicated by Prescott’s revelation that Alicia’s
mission is to infiltrate a group of Nazis by romancing their ringleader,
Alex Sebastian (Claude Rains). Alex used to be in love with Alicia,
enabling her quickly to secure his interest, love, and a proposal of
marriage that she is hesitant to accept because of her feelings for Devlin.
Despite his jealousy, Devlin will not give Alicia the declaration of love
she needs to refuse the proposal, and she marries Alex. Alicia and Devlin
uncover uranium hidden in the Sebastian’s wine cellar, but their

! Notorious, dir. Alfred Hitchcock. RKO Radio Pictures, 1946.
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investigation is secretly discovered by Alex who realises he has been
tricked by his new wife. Acting upon the advice of his domineering
mother (Leopoldine Konstantin), he starts to poison Alicia slowly in the
hope of killing her without arousing the suspicions of his fellow criminals.
Eventually Devlin realises what is happening and rescues Alicia, leaving
Alex and his mother to face their angry co-conspirators.

Notorious is typical of Hitchcock’s particular brand of suspense
narrative, and the uranium in the wine bottles is one of his more audacious
‘MacGuffins’, the director’s own term for a plot device that initially seems
to be pivotal to the plot, but then is quickly sidelined as a kind of red
herring. Here, the real plot revolves around the romantic (re)union of
Alicia and Devlin, as this will also allow the resolution of the espionage
subplot.> Notorious combines the suspense, melodrama and emphasis on
subjectivity of film noir with a reworking of the female Gothic genre’s
focus on the woman as detective. Alicia can be seen as both “victim’ and
‘investigator’ in relation to at least three men: her father, Devlin, and Alex.
She is the victim of her father’s crimes against America and the notoriety
his trial brought her, of Devlin’s refusal to acknowledge his love for her
and inability to stop reminding her of her past mistakes, and of Alex (and
Em mother’s) mistrust, criminal activities and attempts to kill her. Alicia
investigates both Devlin and Alex through her relationships with them,
and she can also be seen examining the sins of Alex and her father in a
more literal way through her investigative role as an American agent.

By investigating the men in her life in these ways, Alicia can examine
not only their behaviour towards her, but also the reasons for her own
behaviour, resulting in her drawing explicit connections between the
mm:oum of her father and her improper conduct—“When I found out about
him, I just went to pot: I didn’t care what happened to me.” As Tania
Modleski notes in her discussion of Hitchcock’s films in relation to
feminist theory, this connection between the criminal immorality of the
father and the sexual immorality implied by Alicia’s conduct results in the
narrative forcing her to atone for both sets of wrongdoing.}
Problematically, no-one questions the fact that her father’s behaviour
seems now to be Alicia’s responsibility, and even she does not protest

% See Deborah Knight, & George McKnight, ‘Suspense and Its Master’, in Alfred
Hitchcock Centenary Essays, edited by Richard Allen & S. Ishii Gonzalés
(London: British Film Institute, 1999), 106-121, for a discussion of Notorious in
w&mmou to Hitchcockian suspense.

Tania Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too Much: Hitchcock and Feminist
Theory (New York & London: Routledge, 1988), 58.
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when Devlin suggests that taking the job might help her “make up a little
for Daddy’s peculiarities.”

In addition to her role as detective, Alicia also fulfils the more typical
Hollywood female role of the object under investigation. Aside from the
expected investigative gaze of the cinematic apparatus, the narrative also
makes clear Alicia’s role as an object of male curiosity: we see the press
hound her during the film’s opening sequence; Devlin watches her silently
as the uncommunicative “party crasher”; his superiors question her
integrity, reliability and suitability for the mission; and she must also
prove herself to Alex (and his fellow conspirators) by accepting his
marriage proposal.

Alicia is situated on the boundaries of generic archetypes, and her
complex and complicating character is the major catalyst for most of the
narrative events in the film. She contains elements of both the femme
fatale (her self-aware sexual immorality and the threat implicit in this for
the male characters in the film, her glamorous desirability, her original
position on the fringes of the law, etc.) and the dutiful wife (her patriotic
refusal to aid her father, her family loyalty in refusing to turn him in, her
attempts at domesticity whilst in Rio, and her overwhelming love for
Devlin and desire to be faithful to him). Whilst these positive
characteristics can be seen as allowing Alicia to distance herself from her
dubious past in both the eyes of the other characters and the cinema
audience, the conventions of 1940s Hollywood mean that Alicia cannot
atone for her past sins by simply ‘turning over a new leaf® unless she is
punished first.

Alicia finds herself in a no-win situation: in order to start to
compensate for her previous sexual crimes, she is forced to re-visit the
scene of that crime by seducing Alex upon the orders of Devlin and
Prescott. In many ways this is by far the most threatening sexual
transgression Alicia commits—she might be acting for noble reasons, but
she is now knowingly exploiting her sexuality in order to gain both
knowledge and power, and is therefore a significant threat to the 1940s
Hollywood male.* Alicia’s punishment for contravening the patriarchal
code must therefore be extremely severe, and was originally as harsh as it
could be; a 1945 memo from Joseph Breen to David Selznick indicates
that in at least one draft of the screenplay Alicia was scripted as dying at
the film’s climax, presumably at the hands of Alex and his mother.’

4 See Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too Much, 61, for further discussion.
5 See memo from Joseph I. Breen to David O. Selznick, dated 25 May 1945, one of
several included as part of the ‘Dossier’ of extras on the Criterion DVD release of
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H:. this memo, which states clearly that the screenplay in its current
state is unacceptable for release under the terms of the Production Code
Breen Qommmcmm Alicia as “a grossly immoral woman, whose immorality mmu
accepted ‘in stride’ in the development of the story and who, eventually, is
portrayed as dying a glorious heroine.”® As the director of mrm ?oacomon
Code Administration, who acted as Hollywood’s self-policing censors
Breen’s ooBEoEm can be seen as representative of Hollywood oo:ooam
about the mm?onou of female characters as a whole. Breen reveals himself
to .v.o agamnst any hint that the screenplay might inadvertently condone
Alicia’s “loose morals” through a storyline that he feels has an “almost
complete absence of what might be called ‘compensating moral

29 3

Mw_zmm —risking her life for a patriotic cause seems to count for little
re.

. It is worth noting here that the released ending of Notorious is still
slightly ambiguous about Alicia’s fate: although we see Devlin rescue her
from .Ea Sebastian mansion and leave Alex to face his Nazi co-
conspirators, we do not find out if this rescue comes quickly enough for
Alicia to survive. A revised draft screenplay of Notorious dated 4
Umooacmn 1945 includes two short additional scenes that did not make it
into the final cut of the film.” Both show two female workers inside a US
government office working with personnel files. In the first sequence
positioned in the draft screenplay after Alicia agrees to fly to Rio, the gm
girls .508 ma:: Alicia must have “pull” to be assigned to Rio in Ew middle
of winter.® The second omitted sequence, after Devlin drives Alicia away
mB.E. the mansion, shows the same workers changing the surname on
Alicia’s file from Huberman to Devlin and noting on their records that the
.mio mco.oammm:_ agents now have two months leave for the purposes of

relaxation”.” The girls conclude that “It shows you what pull can do.”

Notorious. Hitchcock, Alfred (dir ). Notorious. 1946 iteri
8 ). . . Th i
WSU, 2001, Cat. No. CC1578D. ® Criterion Collecton
Memo from Breen to Selznick, 25 Ma i i
A from 1 " y 1945. This memo also refers to Alicia as
a dnomﬂgm. , a characterisation which depends predominantly on a sequence cut
from the finished film at the request of the PCA (see memo from William Gordon
to Joseph 1. wz.wa dated 28 June 1946 on Criterion DVD). The screenplay for the
MMQEHMP &M_c._bo_zmma on the Criterion DVD, makes it clear that Ernest is paying
€ rent on ia’ ive ¢ ’ i
won e A““M. s bungalow and that he buys her expensive ‘presents’ in return
This version of the screenplay is entitled ‘Revised draft by Ben Hecht, 12/04/45°

and contains some inserted pages, usuall )
. 5 y marked as ‘Ch: g
(note American date format). e, dated 122046

”zea:aa screenplay draft 12/04/45, 24A.
Notorious screenplay draft 12/04/45, 154.
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This draft of the screenplay, which is obviously a version made after
the copy commented upon by Breen, makes it clear that Alicia survives
her ordeal and becomes both a full agent of the American government and
Devlin’s wife, thereby completing the process of her redemption and
ensuring that the dangers of both her knowledge and her sexuality will be
contained in the future. In comparison with either this ending or a finale in
which Alicia dies, the actual conclusion of Notorious can be seen as
relatively ambiguous about Alicia’s fate and her future prospects, and thus
open to multiple readings, including scenarios in which her threat is not
entirely neutralised.

Alicia’s ‘notoriety’ can be viewed as the central issue of Notorious,
and the film works hard to express the suffering caused by her refusal to
comply with patriarchal standards of decency. Alicia is not only made to
suffer emotionally, but also physically through poisoning, which neatly
removes from her the control of her sexually dangerous body. The reasons
for Alicia’s suffering and punishment are constantly reinforced for the
audience by reminders about her past mistakes and her ‘suitability’ for a
mission of this nature. Despite repeated evidence of her love and fidelity,
Devlin only attempts to defend Alicia from the sneering misogyny of
Prescott and his superiors on two occasions, and even Alex, who is
determined to see the best in Alicia until he discovers her true motivations,
makes reference to her frequent lovers when he tries to find out if she is
single at their first dinner date—*“Who is it this time?”.

In addition to punishing Alicia for her sexuality, Notorious also takes
care to draw the reliability of her knowledge into question, as Modleski
points out: “Not only does the film disembody the sexual woman, it also
continually impairs her vision [. . .] thus ensuring that man remains in sole
control of the gaze—and hence of the knowledge and power with which
vision is always associated in the cinema.”™® Alicia’s vision is shown to be
unreliable on several occasions: when she misidentifies her hair as “fog”
during the drunk-driving sequence, Devlin’s skewed appearance when she
wakes up hung-over, and the merging of Alex and Madame Sebastian into

one blurry shadow as she collapses from the poison.

Notorious provides a particularly good example of Hitchcock’s
frequent use of point of view shots, revolving as it does around the
(in)ability of its protagonists to see the truth. Alicia’s own notoriety stems
in part from the eyes of the press upon her at her father’s trial, and it also
gives the film its title, drawing immediate attention to the preoccupation
Notorious has with notions of appearance, of looking, and of being looked
at. Point of view shots are found throughout the film and can be read as

10 Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too Much, 61.















