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Twenty-first Century Hitchcock: A Formal Analysis of No Country for Old Men 

     Filmmaker Alfred Hitchcock gained worldwide recognition as the “Master of Suspense”. For 

several decades, his movies were acclaimed for the devices they used to keep the audience 

engaged as to what comes next—whether that was out of fear, humor, or romance. Directors Joel 

and Ethan Coen, known for dark comedies such as Fargo or Miller’s Crossing, are often 

recognized more for their humor than their suspense. But No Country for Old Men, what many 

consider to be their masterpiece, uses many different techniques to create suspense that takes 

some of the characteristics of many of Hitchcock’s films and re-creates them to breathe new life 

into the twenty-first century crime drama. 

     One of the first techniques that many audiences notice about No Country for Old Men is that 

there is hardly any music. The only actual musical score in the entire film is in the end credits. In 

many ways, this is similar to how Hitchcock used the musical score, or rather did not use it, in 

many of his films. Some of his films, such as Rear Window, feature not a musical score but 

music playing as part of the scene—for instance a piano heard from across the street. No Country 

has one scene like this featuring a mariachi band, but there is still a musical score: it is just very 

faint. Perhaps for realism, or to create suspense in the short, rare sequences where it is used, the 

score consists of one chord played on some kind of synthesizer. If the viewer listens closely, the 

music can be heard, but it is so faint that it almost blends into the rest of the soundtrack like it is 

just the wind whistling. 

     But because there is hardly a musical score in No Country, the sound effects play an even 

more important role in creating suspense. Many scenes where Anton Chigurh is hunting down 



Llewelyn Moss at several hotels, the audience is kept at the edge of their seat by many moments 

of silence or little sound. The film does not need music to create suspense. Going back to Rear 

Window as an example, Hitchcock knew this when in the climax of the film, as the main 

character and the antagonist meet and battle, Hitchcock uses no music but rather puts emphasis 

on the sounds: the rustling of clothes, the grunting of the main characters, other characters 

screaming, and so on. And in No Country, when Anton walks past many hotel rooms to find 

Llewelyn and the suitcase of money, we hear nothing but footsteps, small sound effects, and 

finally the blasting of Anton’s air gun. When that gun is finally fired, it comes as even more of a 

shock because so much of the build-up to it was so quiet, as the audience was waiting for 

something to just happen. 

     That suitcase of money also reminds the viewer of another technique Hitchcock favored in 

many of his films: the red herring, or (as Hitchcock liked to call it) the MacGuffin. This device is 

used to start a character on his journey in a film, but ultimately proves to be unimportant. 

Hitchcock used this technique in many of his films to keep the audience guessing. In Psycho, the 

MacGuffin was the stolen $20,000: at the end, the money turns out not to be a motive for the 

protagonist’s death after all. In Hitchcock’s remake of The Man Who Knew Too Much, the 

MacGuffin is used briefly to comedic effect, as the protagonist believes he has found the villain 

but ends up being wrong, and that character is never mentioned again. But in No Country for Old 

Men, the suitcase serves as a more important, less misleading device. Anton presumably does 

obtain the money in the end, although what he does with it is never told to the audience or shown 

on-screen. In this sense, the MacGuffin becomes more than just a red herring. 

     Another slight difference between No Country and Hitchcock’s suspense films is the overall 

look of the film. Hitchcock was known for often experimenting with cinematography, set design, 

and special effects. Examples of these aspects can be seen in Vertigo, with its signature zoom-

out/track-in camera movement and special effects in the opening credits and dream sequence, 



and in Rear Window, featuring one huge apartment building actually built on a soundstage. No 

Country for Old Men feels much less spectacular than that. Though cinematographer Roger 

Deakins captures the wide-open spaces of Texas and the darkness of the night beautifully, 

emphasizing the lurking danger around our protagonist, in the end this is all it is: wide-open 

spaces. It is certainly not underwhelming, but it is certainly not the spectacle of Alfred Hitchcock 

either. However, this lets No Country stand on its own as a more modern, fresher kind of 

suspense film. 

     And in addition to all that, a stark contrast between No Country for Old Men and Alfred 

Hitchcock’s films is the level of violence. No Country is not a bloodbath, but when it is violent, 

it is very violent and very graphic, which Hitchcock did not portray in his films. Films like 

Psycho, The Birds, or Shadow of a Doubt all had intense violent content and often showed 

characters in violent situations. But they all lacked something that many recent thrillers seem to 

think is the norm: blood. There certainly was bloody violence in some of Hitchcock’s work (one 

need only to watch the killings in Psycho to believe it), but compared to the shootings in No 

Country for Old Men, this violence seems quite tame. This was surely in part because Hitchcock 

was working within limits of censors, but perhaps recent thrillers like No Country portray 

violence so graphically to present a darker view of society. In a post-9/11 society, perhaps the 

Coen brothers portray evil here as something not to be left to the imagination, but as a powerful, 

deadly force that we as a nation (or a world) face. 

     Nevertheless, No Country for Old Men still seems to bring out the fear in its audience of an 

evil lurking among us, following us wherever we go, which is not unlike how Alfred Hitchcock 

manipulated his audience decades ago. This is one of the most interesting ideas of cinema: that 

different filmmakers can create motion pictures with very different styles and at very different 

periods of history, but they can convey the same emotions in their audience. 

      


