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“Love, What Have You Done to Me?” Eros and agape in Alfred Hitchcock's |
Confess

Abstract

Despite its pre-Vatican Il setting, Alfred Hitchcock’s I Confess (1953) has retained a notable relevance in
the twenty-first century. Although the titular act of confession is unsurprisingly significant, the diegesis
actually foregrounds Matrimony and Holy Orders — two sacraments that remain under the spotlight during
a tumultuous era for the Catholic Church. Alongside the traditional Hitchcockian theme of “an innocent
man wrongly accused,” the plot really hinges on love — a subject that is intelligible to people of all
religions and none. While examining the mise-en-scene of the director's most Catholic film, this article
offers an exploration of / Confess as a cinematic reflection on the complexities of eros and agape for
both the laity and the priesthood.
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Despite its pre-Vatican II setting, Alfred Hitchcock’s I Confess (1953) —
regarded as the director’s most Catholic film — has retained a notable relevance
in the twenty-first century. Although the titular act of confession is
unsurprisingly significant, the diegesis actually foregrounds Matrimony and
Holy Orders — two sacraments that remain under the spotlight during a
tumultuous era for the Catholic Church. Moreover, the depiction of a priest as a
figure of suspicion — hounded by an angry crowd — also strikes a regrettably
contemporary chord.

Having originally been inspired by Paul Anthelme’s French play Nos
deux consciences (1902), which hinges on the confessional seal, Hitchcock
reportedly feared that he had allowed his “specialized knowledge as a Catholic to

1 .
”" Yet, while some scholars have

get the better of his judgment as a filmmaker.
complained that the Catholic subtext of I Confess “is too dependent upon
conditioning in religious lore and ritual to be accessible to a mass audience,””
the story really hinges on love — a subject that is intelligible to people of all
religions and none.

Alongside the theme of “an innocent man wrongly accused” that
permeates Hitchcock’s films (and which is memorably foregrounded in The

Wrong Man (1956) when Henry Fonda plays another Christ-like protagonist), /

Confess offers a cinematic reflection on the complexities of eros and agape —
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those aspects of love that have been elucidated so eloquently on paper by
theologians.3 In his first encyclical Deus Caritas Est (2005), Pope Emeritus
Benedict XVI considered the nature of love as “a single reality, but with different
dimensions; at different times, one or other dimension may emerge more
clearly.”® Although Deus Caritas Est was written some fifty years after the
production of I Confess and evidently has no bearing on Hitchcock’s approach,
the analysis of love contained in the pages of the papal encyclical sheds light on
the film’s own interplay between the two Catholic sacramental vocations.

In I Confess, Fr. Michael Logan (Montgomery Clift) is a wanted man: he
is sought by the police, who mistakenly believe him to have murdered the
blackmailing lawyer Villette (Ovila Légaré), who once caught him (in his pre-
seminary days) in an apparently compromising situation with Madame Ruth
Grandfort (Anne Baxter); but he is also desired by Ruth Grandfort herself,
despite the obvious impediments of his priestly celibacy and her own marital
vows. The title of Hitchcock’s film relates not only to the confession by the real
murderer Otto Keller (O.E. Hasse) but also to Ruth’s revelation of her ongoing
passion for Michael Logan, her girlhood sweetheart. As a result, Ruth’s marriage
—as well as Canon 889 §1 of the 1917 Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law® —is
at stake. Eros (initially in the sense of “worldly love” or being “in love”) appears
to give rise to misery and murder in the lives of the onscreen laity; while agape

(in the form of “love grounded in and shaped by faith”)® is most obviously
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manifested in Fr. Logan’s dedication to the priesthood, despite the threat to his
own life. Yet, as the film illustrates, the danger occurs if the two forms of love
are completely separated so that “eros is impoverished and even loses its own
nature. On the other hand, man cannot live by oblative, descending love alone.””’

Hitchcock’s audiences must always explore the mise-en-scéne — rather
than rely on pictures “of people talking™® — in order to understand the nuances of
the plot. The conflict between temporal and sacred concerns is witnessed in the
establishing shot of Québec City — the location that Hitchcock reportedly chose
because the Canadian province was the only place in North America where
Catholic priests still wore cassocks at the time of the film’s production (given
that the cassock as a form of disguise is a key element of the plot).9 As the
narrative progresses, the crucifixes on the walls of the parliament chamber, the
court and the jury room reveal the link between Church and State in Québec in
the 1950s, and they add an exterior dimension to Fr. Logan’s interior journey.

A solitary church spire (belonging to Notre-Dame-des-Victoires)
punctuates a skyline that is dominated by the colossal structure of the Chateau
Frontenac hotel that represents a site of worldly pleasures. As the church spire
migrates to the right of the frame during the tracking shot across the Saint
Lawrence River (Fig.1), the visual dichotomy between earthly and spiritual

interests is enhanced aurally as the barely audible lyrics of a woman’s haunting
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song entitled “Love, What Have You Done to Me?”'? introduce a romantic motif

that will continue to punctuate the narrative.

Fig.1

In his traditional cameo appearance, Hitchcock strides across the top of a
long flight of steps set against a glowering sky, so that the spectators
contemplate his god-like elevation as the artistic creator. On the one hand, the
setting calls to mind the “Stairway to Heaven” in Powell and Pressburger’s A
Matter of Life and Death (1946) as well as Jacob’s dream in the Old Testament
(Gn 28:12) — an image that has a notable connotation for the film’s stress on

“verticality”"!

(with its high/low angled shots) as well as its interrogation of the
theme of love: “In the account of Jacob’s ladder, the Fathers of the Church saw
this inseparable connection between ascending and descending love, between

eros which seeks God and agape which passes on the gift received.”'> However,

an awareness that the actual staircase is known under the nickname of “Casse-
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cou” (break-neck) adds an additional frisson to mortal matters, given that the
Canadian penalty for murder was death by hanging at the time of the film’s
production — the sentence that may await the innocent Fr. Logan if he does not
reveal the perpetrator of the crime. Indeed, the cross-shaped symbols that may be
detected in the staircase’s long central banisters (Fig.2) also suggest a cemetery
with rows of identical gralves.13 I Confess projects agape as a love that “means
unconditional commitment, which implicitly (that is, when necessary) includes a

willingness to go all the way to one’s death.”"

Fig.2

The framing of the Chateau Frontenac at a canted angle forces the
audience to observe the world from an oblique perspective, as a foretaste of the
manner in which Fr. Logan’s existence is about to be shaken. While the “one-
way” traffic arrows literally point the viewer’s gaze towards the murder scene,

they also give an indication of which route to take when life has gone askew.
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Given that the French “Direction” signs are situated in the city streets that the
priest will subsequently navigate knowing that his arrest is imminent, they might
also evoke the Psalmic theme of divine guidance: “Show me the path I should

walk, for to you I entrust my life” (Ps 143:8).

The Power of Eros

Romantic love is the cause of suffering in I Confess, regardless of the
protagonists’ social status. At one end of the financial scale are the Kellers, who
are employed at the Sainte Marie rectory where Fr. Logan lives.”” As the
housekeeper, Alma Keller (Dolly Haas) should testify to an “upright way of
life.”'® However, rather than manifesting an “upright” life, Alma’s body is
constantly bent in a servile posture as she carries out her household duties. Otto
Keller will express despair at his wife’s status as a German refugee (“It was my
wife, working so hard. It breaks my heart”) but his purported marital concern
results in theft (as he tries to steal $2000 to improve their existence) and murder.
As he admits to his crime, Otto’s tight grip on his wife’s arms and the close
framing clarify the power relations at work within the couple. While Alma
polishes the crucifix and candlesticks that will stand on the altar during the Mass,
Otto speaks to her furtively about the bloodstained cassock that he wore during

Villette’s murder, thereby desecrating her act of reverence. Despite his earlier
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protestations of love, Otto will eventually shoot Alma when she finally points an
accusing finger towards him (“My husband!”) after Fr. Logan’s trial.

Likewise, the second onscreen couple — the Grandforts — do not represent
conjugal bliss. It is obvious that Ruth’s true desire is for Michael Logan, as
manifested by her recollection of their youthful romance as if it were a film in
which she stars: she floats down her home’s outer casse-queue staircase into
Michael’s arms and they kiss on the lips within the restrictions of the Hollywood
Production Code."” As Robin Wood points out, “The flashbacks are usually
laughed at in a superior, knowing way, on the assumption that it is Hitchcock
who is being naive: he is often too sophisticated for the sophisticated.”18 In fact,
the clichéd images in Ruth’s memory (Fig.3) provide a poignant illustration of a
love which “is at first mainly covetous and ascending, a fascination for the great

promise of happiness, in drawing near to the other.”"

Fig.3
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Indeed, as she recalls Michael’s enlistment during the Second World War
that leads to their separation, Ruth’s own thoughts of love are markedly
possessive: “You don’t think of millions of people. You think of yourself and the
one you're in love with.” In contrast, Michael’s feelings are filtered through
Ruth’s voice over narration: “Because when I said we ought to get married, he
said there were enough widows already. He said he loved me too much. He
didn’t know he could never love me enough.”

However, the audience never actually hears Michael utter any such words
of devotion — at his trial, Fr. Logan will refer to Ruth as “a good friend” — and
their “love story” is viewed through Ruth’s subjectivity. As Ruth looks out of the
window during Michael’s military service, watching in vain for the postman, two
priests walk past carrying umbrellas in the rain (Fig.4). At this point she does not
realize the double significance to her own story: the rain dampens her hopes; and

the priesthood will provide the permanent barrier to her dream of happiness.
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