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The International Style: Hitchcock,
Johnson, and the Architecture of
Suspense
The International Style, a dominant architectural movement of the 1920s
and 30s, prized clean lines, functionalism, and a rejection of
ornamentation. But its influence extended beyond buildings; it subtly
infiltrated other art forms, including the cinematic suspense pioneered by
Alfred Hitchcock and the graphic design of Paul Johnson. This article
explores the unexpected intersection of these seemingly disparate fields,
examining how the principles of the International Style – characterized by
its minimalist aesthetic and emphasis on form – resonate in the visual
language of Hitchcock's films and Johnson's iconic designs. We'll delve
into the *geometric precision*, *stark minimalism*, and the *impact of
negative space* as shared threads that connect these seemingly disparate
creative realms.

The Geometric Precision of Suspense
Hitchcock, a master of visual storytelling, frequently utilized geometric
composition to heighten tension and direct the viewer's gaze. His framing
often echoes the rigid lines and precise angles favored by International
Style architects like Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier. Consider the
iconic shower scene in *Psycho* (1960). The sharp cuts, the close-ups, and
the precise arrangement of the bathroom's elements create a sense of
claustrophobia and impending doom, mirroring the unadorned functionality
of International Style buildings. The emphasis is on pure form and
function; there's no unnecessary flourish to distract from the escalating
tension. This *geometric precision* isn't just visual; it's a deliberate
structuring of narrative suspense.

Similarly, Paul Johnson’s graphic design, often characterized by its bold
use of typography and streamlined layout, exemplifies the International
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Style's emphasis on clarity and directness. His posters, book covers, and
corporate identities eschewed decorative elements in favor of a clean,
easily digestible aesthetic. The impact was immediate and forceful,
mirroring the concise and impactful narrative style often found in
Hitchcock's thrillers.

Stark Minimalism and the Power of Negative Space
The International Style’s devotion to *stark minimalism* profoundly
impacted both Hitchcock’s cinematography and Johnson’s design
sensibilities. Both artists understood the power of negative space, using
empty areas to draw attention to key elements and amplify the emotional
impact. In Hitchcock's films, vast, empty spaces often heighten the sense
of isolation and vulnerability experienced by his protagonists. The
desolate landscapes of *The Birds* (1963) or the imposing emptiness of the
mansion in *Rebecca* (1940) contribute significantly to the films'
suspenseful atmospheres. These aren't just backdrops; they are active
participants in the narrative, contributing to the overall feeling of
unease.

Johnson's design work demonstrates a similar approach. He frequently
employed large swathes of white space, allowing the crucial elements –
typography, imagery – to breathe and command attention. This minimalistic
approach echoes the International Style’s belief in the inherent beauty of
simple forms and the power of restraint. The absence of clutter creates a
visual clarity that parallels the directness of Hitchcock’s storytelling.

The Impact of Negative Space: Creating Visual
Tension
The deliberate use of *negative space* is a crucial aspect linking
Hitchcock’s filmmaking and Johnson’s design. In *Rear Window* (1954), for
instance, Hitchcock utilizes the restricted perspective of the
protagonist, L.B. Jeffries, confined to his apartment, to build suspense.
The courtyard outside, though visually present, is largely unseen and
uninterpreted until Jeffries makes observations, turning the unseen into a
space of fear and intrigue. This "negative space" becomes a potent tool
for suspense, echoing the International Style's use of space to define and
enhance architectural forms. Similarly, Johnson's designs used empty areas
to create a sense of spaciousness and serenity, or alternatively, to
highlight the importance of specific elements. By strategically placing
elements within vast swathes of empty space, he achieved a powerful visual
impact, mirroring Hitchcock's manipulation of the cinematic frame.
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A Shared Aesthetic: Form Follows Function
Both Hitchcock and Johnson, though working in drastically different
mediums, shared a fundamental belief in "form follows function." For
Hitchcock, the function was to create suspense; the form was the carefully
constructed visual language he employed to achieve this. Similarly, for
Johnson, the function was to communicate information clearly and
effectively; the form was the clean, unadorned design that served this
purpose. This shared philosophy of prioritizing function over
ornamentation is a core tenet of the International Style, and its
influence is undeniable in their respective bodies of work. Both artists
understood the power of simplicity, leveraging minimalist aesthetics to
maximize impact.

Conclusion: Beyond the Buildings
The intersection of the International Style, Hitchcock's cinematic
suspense, and Johnson's graphic design reveals a surprising artistic
synergy. The shared principles of geometric precision, stark minimalism,
and the masterful use of negative space demonstrate the pervasive
influence of this architectural movement beyond its original context.
These artists, though working in distinct fields, demonstrate a shared
appreciation for clarity, functionality, and the profound power of visual
restraint. Their work serves as a testament to the enduring appeal of the
International Style and its lasting impact on the visual arts.

FAQ
Q1: How did the International Style influence Hitchcock's use of framing
and composition?

A1: The International Style's emphasis on clean lines and geometric
precision directly influenced Hitchcock's framing. His shots frequently
utilize strong geometric shapes and angles to guide the viewer's eye and
create a sense of order amidst chaos. This is evident in scenes from films
like *Psycho*, where sharp angles and precise composition heighten the
feeling of suspense and foreboding.

Q2: Can you provide specific examples of Paul Johnson's design work that
reflects the International Style?

A2: Many of Paul Johnson's book covers and posters exemplify International
Style principles. Look for works characterized by bold typography, limited
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color palettes, and a deliberate absence of decorative elements. The
emphasis is always on clarity and direct communication, mirroring the
functionalist ethos of the International Style.

Q3: How does the use of negative space differ in Hitchcock's films and
Johnson's design?

A3: While both use negative space effectively, the purpose differs
slightly. In Hitchcock, negative space often amplifies feelings of
isolation, vulnerability, or impending doom. In Johnson's designs,
negative space often creates a sense of spaciousness and allows the key
elements to stand out more prominently. However, both employ it to control
the viewer’s focus and enhance emotional impact.

Q4: What other art forms were influenced by the International Style,
beyond architecture, film, and graphic design?

A4: The International Style’s influence extended to furniture design,
industrial design, and even some aspects of fashion. The emphasis on clean
lines, functionality, and minimalist aesthetics permeated many creative
fields during its peak.

Q5: Is there a contemporary equivalent to the International Style's
minimalist aesthetic?

A5: While not a direct descendant, contemporary minimalism in design and
art shares many similarities with the International Style's emphasis on
simplicity, clean lines, and functionality. However, modern minimalism
often incorporates more diverse materials and technologies.

Q6: How did the socio-political context of the time influence the
development of the International Style and its subsequent adoption by
Hitchcock and Johnson?

A6: The International Style emerged in a post-war era characterized by a
desire for order and efficiency. This socio-political context favored its
clean lines and functionalist principles. Hitchcock and Johnson, working
within their respective media, reflected this desire for clarity and
efficiency in their work, mirroring the broader cultural shift towards
modernism and simplification.

Q7: What are some of the criticisms of the International Style, and how do
these critiques relate to the work of Hitchcock and Johnson?

A7: Critics often argue that the International Style can be cold and



The International Style Hitchcock And Johnson

The International Style Hitchcock And Johnson
5

impersonal, lacking the warmth and character of more traditional styles.
While Hitchcock and Johnson’s works are undeniably effective, some might
argue that their minimalist aesthetics, while impactful, lack emotional
depth in comparison to other artistic approaches.

Q8: Are there any modern-day filmmakers or designers who continue to draw
inspiration from the International Style's principles?

A8: Many contemporary filmmakers and designers consciously or
unconsciously echo the International Style's principles. Clean lines,
minimalist compositions, and a focus on function over ornamentation are
recurrent themes in modern design and cinema. Identifying specific direct
lineage is challenging, but the enduring influence is undeniable.

The International Style: Hitchcock and Johnson – A Study in Contrasting
Visions

Examining the fascinating relationship between Alfred Hitchcock and the
influential architectural theorist Philip Johnson presents a unique
perspective on the development of the International Style in mid-20th-
century design and its unforeseen connections to cinematic storytelling.
While seemingly disparate areas, film and architecture exhibited a
noteworthy meeting during this era, showing a mutual preoccupation with
form, function, and the influence of modernism. This article dives into
this unconventional connection, evaluating how the stylistic elements of
the International Style informed both Hitchcock's filmmaking and Johnson's
architectural masterpieces.

Hitchcock, famous for his skillful suspense approaches, often employed
visual structure similar to the clean lines and structural precision
characteristic of the International Style. His films, such as *Rear
Window* and *Vertigo*, feature meticulously crafted shots, utilizing
deliberate camera perspectives and framing to generate tension and reveal
plot information. This precise management over visual elements resembles
the concentration on practical design and geometric purity observed in the
International Style. The severe environments in many of Hitchcock's films,
often characterized by sparseness, echo with the uncluttered lines and
absence of ornamentation representative of International Style
architecture.

Johnson, on the other hand, supported the International Style's
concentration on rationality and efficiency in architectural design. His
Glass House in New Canaan, Connecticut, a prime of the style, exemplifies
this method. The transparent form, with its simple windows and steel
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structure, reflects a dedication to simple form and practical planning.
This concentration on transparency and openness can be seen as a stylistic
parallel to Hitchcock's methods of unveiling story details gradually,
building suspense through careful timing and arrangement.

The link between Hitchcock and Johnson reaches beyond mere stylistic
analogies. Both artists were influenced by the same historical
environment, a period marked by post-war optimism and a conviction in the
power of advanced technology and rational design. They both embraced a
particular extent of sparseness in their respective media, aiming for a
accuracy of expression that exceeded aesthetic conventions.

However, the analogy is not without its limitations. While both Hitchcock
and Johnson demonstrated a interest with geometric structures, Hitchcock's
work fundamentally involves narrative and personality, components largely
absent from Johnson's architectural designs. Johnson's concern is
essentially with architectural organization, while Hitchcock's is with the
generation of dramatic anxiety.

In conclusion, the investigation of the relationship between the
International Style, Hitchcock's filmmaking, and Johnson's architecture
demonstrates a intriguing convergence of artistic visions shaped by the
social atmosphere of the mid-20th century. While the contrasts between
their respective fields remain significant, the shared focus on form,
function, and the power of visual arrangement provides a rich background
for appreciating the creative accomplishments of both these exceptional
personalities.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: What is the International Style in architecture?

A: The International Style is a major architectural trend of the
1920s–1930s emphasizing functionality, clean lines, and a rejection of
ornamentation. It’s characterized by simple geometric forms, often using
steel, glass, and concrete.

2. Q: How does Hitchcock's *Rear Window* reflect the International Style?

A: The film’s setting, a courtyard viewed from a seemingly minimalist
apartment, reflects the International Style’s emphasis on clean lines and
functionality. The controlled camera angles mirror the precision of
architectural design.

3. Q: What are the limitations of comparing Hitchcock's work to Johnson's
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architecture?

A: While both used clean lines and precise compositions, their goals
differed significantly. Hitchcock focused on narrative and emotional
impact, while Johnson concentrated on spatial functionality and
architectural form. The comparison is primarily a stylistic one.

4. Q: What broader cultural context influenced both Hitchcock and Johnson?

A: Both were influenced by post-war optimism, a belief in modern
technology, and the desire for rational and efficient design, reflected in
their respective artistic endeavors.
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