


Praise for the First Edition

“This is academic film criticism of the very highest order; the readings 
are inclusive and illuminating, and the writing is at once polished 
and congenial.”

 — Worcester Sunday Telegram

“William Rothman’s Hitchcock: The Murderous Gaze is the best 
treatment of Hitchcock to date. It addresses what is unique about 
Hitchcock’s films . . . [in order] to establish the centrality of 
Hitchcock to the art of making films . . . The book rewards the reader 
by providing pleasures that convey, to a remarkable degree, the 
exhilarating experience of viewing a Hitchcock film . . . Most readers, 
I am convinced, will have the sense that Rothman has really captured 
Hitchcock, and that he has shown Hitchcock to be more masterly, 
and more profound, than they ever imagined . . . Rothman’s book, 
clear, passionate, and witty, neither reduces the films it studies to a 
set of codes nor is itself written in code.” 

— Paul Thomas, American Film

“The whole book in fact is richly suggestive—perhaps more fully 
responsive to Hitchcock’s complexities than any previous account—
and it deserves to be widely discussed.” 

— Douglas Pye, Journal of American Studies

“Rothman’s approach is engagingly far from dictatorial; his readings, 
crammed with useful questions rather than inflexible assertions, 
should stimulate . . . Rothman’s is the best desert-island reading the 
Hitchcock fan could wish for.” 

— Philip Strick, Films and Filming

“Rothman’s study is like no other I have read of Hitchcock, or any 
other director for that matter . . . The book represents an immense 
labor of love and devotion.” 

— Forsyth Hardy, Literary Review
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Preface to the 

Second Edition

H
ow do movies express themselves?

Several years ago, Stanley Cavell pointed to an answer when 
he remarked, at a colloquium in Paris occasioned by the publication 
of The World Viewed in French translation, that thinking about film 
had affected his ambitions for philosophical prose and left “perma-
nent marks” on the way he writes. As Cavell put it: “The necessity 
to become evocative in capturing the moods of faces and motions 
and settings, in their double existence as transient and as perma-
nent, was, I believe, more than any other ambition I held, a basis of 
freedom from the guarded rhythms of philosophy as I had inherited 
it” (Cavell 2005, xxiii).

Insofar as films express themselves through “the moods of faces 
and motions and settings in their double existence as transient and 
as permanent,” serious film criticism confronts the challenge of evok-
ing those moods, capturing those faces and motions and settings. In 
writing Hitchcock—The Murderous Gaze, my first book, three decades 
ago, the ambition of meeting that challenge proved a basis of free-
dom from the guarded—no, stultifying—rhythms all too common in 
academic writing about films then and now (with, of course, many 
exceptions). In The Murderous Gaze, I found my voice as a writer. 
My writing has changed over the years, yet I still recognize that voice 
as my own. It is the voice of the writer I have never ceased aspiring 
to be.

In writing The Murderous Gaze, my goal was to achieve an under-
standing of Alfred Hitchcock’s authorship and at the same time to 
investigate, philosophically, the conditions of film authorship. A 
premise and conclusion of the book is that Hitchcock’s films express 
serious thoughts about their medium, about themselves, about such 
matters as the nature and relationships of love, murder, sexuality, 
marriage, and theater. Thus, the book rejects and contests the view, 
which was dominant within film study at the time, that on the basis 
of some theory or other we can rest assured that films cannot possi-
bly be thinking, that we already know, without attending to what they 
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have to say, that they have nothing to say, that they are in the repres-
sive grip of ideology, a grip only theory can break. And the book 
rejects and contests the view, also dominant then within the field, 
that the concept of authorship had been discredited on theoretical 
grounds. No writing on Hitchcock goes farther than The Murderous 

Gaze in keeping faith with the idea that he was an “auteur”—a mas-
ter, perhaps even the master, of what he liked to call the “art of pure 
cinema.” However, the book is an auteurist study unlike any other.

An aim in writing The Murderous Gaze was to demon strate some-
thing fundamental about Hitchcock’s films and their place within 
the history of film, about film itself, and about the “art of pure cin-
ema.” In pursuit of that goal, I performed extended “readings,” as 
I called them, of five characteristic Hitchcock films, following them 
“moment by moment, as they unfold from beginning to end,” putting 
into words—complemented by more than six hundred frame enlarge-
ments—“the think ing inscribed in their successions of frames” (Roth-
man 1982, 1).

No one had ever written a book like The Murderous Gaze before, 
about Hitchcock or any other filmmaker, about these films or any 
other. In the three decades since its publication, Hitchcock’s films 
have been the subject of dozens of books and essays, more than a few 
of them substantial and illuminating. Thanks to this impressive body 
of literature, we know far more about Hitchcock’s working methods, 
the circumstances of the production of his films, their reception, and 
so on. We also have the benefit of illuminating insights into the films 
themselves, gleaned by a wide range of critical approaches. And yet, 
The Murderous Gaze has not been superseded. Nothing scholars and 
critics have since taught us about Hitchcock and his work invalidates 
my book’s way of thinking or seriously calls into question its conclu-
sions or their significance and relevance. The Murderous Gaze does 
not say everything there is to say about Hitchcock’s films. Far from it. 
But what it does say is said nowhere else. And it says it in a singular 
way and in a distinctive voice.

The Murderous Gaze offers practical instruction in viewing and 
thinking about Hitchcock’s films in a manner that acknowledges 
Hitchcock’s authorship and is open and responsive to the ways his 
films are capable of teaching us how to view and think about them. 
The method I follow in the book is simply to attend to the films 
themselves, and to the experience of viewing them, with the degree 
and kind of attention required to follow one’s own thinking.

The readings that make up the body of the book stake claims to 
critical insights that are mine, not anyone else’s. But the writing con-
sistently takes upon itself the responsibility of paying the full tuition 
for these intuitions, as Ralph Waldo Emerson might put it, by striv-
ing to find words from our common language, words I believe in, to 
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account so clearly for my own experiences that readers can turn from 
these words (accompanied by the chosen frame enlargements) to the 
corresponding moments of the films and find themselves seeing what 
I see in them (whether or not they are then inclined to accept my 
interpretations of what I see). It was—and is—my hope that readers 
who follow the book’s thinking will learn something useful that helps 
them make discoveries of their own (about these films, about other 
Hitchcock films, about films not stamped with Hitchcock’s signature, 
about works of art in other media, about themselves).

In the 1980s, when The Murderous Gaze was originally published, 
the field of film studies, still in its early adolescence, was increasingly 
casting its lot with the seductive notion that it could establish its 
legitimacy by submitting to the “higher authority” it called “theory.” 
The reign of theoretical systematizing over film studies, which has, 
thankfully, come to an end, was at its most repressive during that 
decade. Students were routinely taught that the first and most crucial 
step in thinking seriously about film was to break their attachment to 
the movies that were meaningful to them in order to allow a theory 
to dictate what they had to think and say. It was an all but unques-
tioned doctrine within the field that movies were pernicious ideologi-
cal representations to be resisted and decoded, not treated with the 
respect due works of art capable of instructing us how to think about 
them. It was another dogma that the human figures projected on the 
movie screen were mere “personas,” discursive ideological constructs, 
not people. Yet another was that the world projected on the screen 
was itself a mere ideological construct, not real; and, indeed, that 
so-called reality was such a construct, too.

The Murderous Gaze exemplifies a philosophical alternative to 
such skeptical views. It is a central claim of the book that Hitch-
cock’s films have a philosophical dimension. As I put it in The “I” of 

the Camera: “Within the world of a Hitchcock film, the nature and 
relationships of love, murder, sexuality, marriage, and theater are at 
issue; these are among Hitchcock’s constant themes. His treatment 
of these themes, however, and his understanding of the reasons film 
keeps returning to them, cannot be separated from his constant con-
cern with the nature of the camera, the act of viewing a film, and 
filmmaking as a calling. In demonstrating something about the ‘art 
of pure cinema,’ as he liked to call it, Hitchcock’s films are asserting 
something about themselves, something about their medium, as well 
as something about our existence as human beings within the world” 
(Rothman 2004, 265).

Thus, the readings in The Murderous Gaze stake out a critical 
method or discipline, a practice of close reading, that aligns itself 
with the philosophical principle that, as I have said, we cannot 
understand a work of art that we value by applying a theory that 
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dictates to us what we are to say, but only by finding words, words 
we can stand behind, that give voice to our experience even as they 
acknowledge the work’s ways of understanding itself. In learning to 
appreciate the all-important value of this principle, I enjoyed the 
priceless advantage of having had Stanley Cavell as my advisor, in 
the Harvard University Philosophy Department, first for my under-
graduate honors thesis and later as the chair of my PhD dissertation 
committee. This most generous and intellectually scrupulous of men-
tors inspired and encouraged me to say, in the three closely related 
parts of Three Essays in Aesthetics, my dissertation, what I had at heart 
to say about (respectively) artistic expression, the art of film (the “art 
of pure cinema,” to Hitchcock), and Hitchcock’s Notorious, treated as 
an exemplar of that art.

The Murderous Gaze was published a year after Cavell’s own Pur‑

suits of Happiness. Both books are works of criticism and philosophy, 
or, as it might be more apt to put it, in their pages, criticism and 
philosophy are in conversation. Within film studies, The Murderous 

Gaze, like Pursuits of Happiness, was widely perceived, not wrongly, 
as incompatible with the agenda of a field that was preaching mul-
ticulturalism even as it was aggressively marginalizing all alterna-
tives to its then dominant practices. Flying under the field’s radar, 
The Murderous Gaze was nonetheless widely read—and continues to 
be so, after all these years. And the book has had, and continues to 
have, a substantial impact—although not one readily measurable in 
terms of public recognition within the field of film studies. Innumer-
able strangers have introduced themselves at conferences to tell me, 
privately, how strongly they wish for the field to embrace, openly, the 
value of writing about films in our own voices, in words accountable 
to our own experience, as The Murderous Gaze does.

I wrote The Murderous Gaze at a time when capturing a frame 
from a film was at best a labor-intensive operation. I was then teach-
ing at Harvard, where I had access to a Steenbeck editing table on 
which I rigged up a mount for a 35mm camera to facilitate shoot-
ing frames directly from the small screen. Most of the more than 
six hundred images in the book served my purposes adequately 
enough, but I have never been satisfied with their quality. Taken 
from frames of 16mm prints, some of which had been around the 
block more than a few times, they do not fully convey the sheer 
beauty of so many of Hitchcock’s shots, in most cases products of 
the art of world-class cinematographers. To make matters worse, the 
small Steenbeck screen had a “hot spot” in the center, which I did 
my best (in those pre-Photoshop days) to mitigate. Today, of course, 
most DVDs of Hitchcock films are made from pristine prints. The 
opportunity to improve the quality of the frame enlargements upon 
which The Murderous Gaze relies so heavily would be reason enough 
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for me to welcome this opportunity to publish a second edition of 
the book.

In preparing this new edition, I was gratified to discover that I 
could read The Murderous Gaze from cover to cover without wish-
ing to disown any of its claims. I was not even tempted to make any 
substantial alterations to the text. In addition to redoing all the frame 
enlargements and adding a handful of new ones to the five original 
readings, I have cleaned up some sentences, corrected a few minor 
errors of description, changed all occurrences of “The Thirty‑Nine 
Steps” to “The 39 Steps” (I hadn’t realized that the former was the 
film’s English title, the latter its American title) and, taking pity on 
the lonely endnotes, incorporated many into the body of the text.

I do not mean to suggest that if I were starting with a clean slate, 
this is the book on Hitchcock that I would now write. Nor am I sug-
gesting that The Murderous Gaze says all I have to say—much less all 
there is to say—on the subject of Hitchcock. In the years following the 
book’s publication, after all, I published several essays on Hitchcock’s 
films. “North by Northwest: Hitchcock’s Monument to the Hitchcock 
Film” (1984) and “Vertigo: The Unknown Woman in Hitchcock” (1987) 
were included in The “I” of the Camera when it was published in 1988; 
“Thoughts on Hitchcock’s Authorship” (1999) and “Hitchcock’s Vil-
lains” (2003) were among the essays added to that book’s second edi-
tion in 2004. Although they do not follow their respective films from 
beginning to end, the way the readings that comprise The Murderous 
Gaze do, these essays primarily expand on ideas worked out in those 
readings. The same can be said for “Blood is Thicker than Water: The 
Family in Hitchcock” (2007), which explores aspects of Hitchcock’s 
treatments of marriage and parent/child relationships.

In the past few years, I have quite unexpectedly found myself again 
thinking and writing almost obsessively about Hitchcock. Although 
these more recent writings, too, take The Murderous Gaze as their 
starting point, they push its thoughts in significantly new directions. 
I have written a new essay on Vertigo, focusing on Scottie’s dream 
(if that is what it is) and also proposing a new way of understanding 
the woman we know as “Judy” (understanding her to be consciously 
pursuing, throughout the second part of the film, a plan that cul-
minates in her asking Scottie to help her put on the incriminating 
necklace); and an essay on the last troubled period of Hitchcock’s 
career, when at Universal he broke new ground with The Birds and 
Marnie, his last two masterpieces, before his career went into a tail-
spin from which he never fully recovered; and an essay on suspense, 
Hitchcock-style. My most ambitious recent essay on Hitchcock traces 
through the trajectory of his career the vicissitudes of his relationship 
to the way of thinking about morality—Cavell calls it “Emersonian 
perfectionism”—that was in the ascendancy in Hollywood between 
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the release of It Happened One Night in 1934 and America’s entrance 
into World War II. I am incorporating material from all these recent 
essays into Must We Kill the Thing We Love? Emersonian Perfection‑

ism and the Films of Alfred Hitchcock, a book that is nearing comple-
tion as I write these words.

For this new edition of The Murderous Gaze, I have composed a 
chapter on Marnie that follows the film from beginning to end in the 
manner of the five original readings. The resulting reading is, in a 
sense, co-authored by my young self and my present self. I don’t want 
to call my present self “old.” The experience of collaborating on this 
chapter with my former self has made me feel like Bob Dylan when 
he sang, “Ah, I was so much older then, I’m younger than that now.” 
I was pleasantly surprised to discover how ready my two selves were 
to collaborate with each other. Evidently, they have a lot in common.

The new chapter on Marnie turned out to be even longer than 
the Psycho chapter. One reason I feel justified in devoting so many 
pages to Marnie is the fact that almost a half-century after its release 
this singular and beautiful film still stands in need of defending. No 
one these days doubts Psycho’s stature. But Marnie, although it has 
its supporters, remains widely maligned, denigrated and dismissed, 
even though it is one of Hitchcock’s greatest achievements.

A serious defense of Marnie requires demonstrating what is sin-
gular about it, what makes it unprecedented in Hitchcock’s work. 
One way that Marnie is unprecedented, the chapter argues, is the 
privileged attention it grants to the thoughts, feelings, and moods 
of its characters, which take precedence over reflections on the 
author’s fate and the conditions of Hitchcock’s authorship. At every 
moment, the camera is doing something to elucidate the characters’ 
thoughts, feelings, and moods even as it reminds us of the singular 
way the world on film is at once present and absent, real and unreal. 
In Marnie, the camera’s relationship to the characters is at every 
moment so intimate that all its revelations of their thoughts and 
feelings and moods are also revelations about the camera, about 
Hitchcock’s “art of pure cinema.” And because in Marnie the cam-
era is declaring itself in everything it does, and because it is doing 
something meaningful at every moment, I have felt it necessary to 
attend to every sequence in the film, not only to the sequences—
surprisingly few—in which the camera declares itself with grand, 
theatrical gestures.

Another feature of Marnie that contributes to the chapter’s length 
is the film’s profusion of dialogue. In his book-length interview with 
François Truffaut, Hitchcock speaks mockingly of “talking heads” as 
uncinematic (Truffaut 1984, 272). As my reading of Psycho conclu-
sively demonstrates, however, no one knows better than Hitchcock 
how to turn great conversation into great cinema. When heads talk 
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like Mark and Marnie in Marnie (that is, like Sean Connery and Tippi 
Hedren, speaking lines written by Jay Presson Allen, as directed by 
Alfred Hitchcock, placed in settings designed by Robert Boyle, pho-
tographed by Robert Burks, edited by George Tomasini, and accom-
panied by music composed by Bernard Herrmann), and when the 
camera attends to their conversation with the precision necessary to 
follow their thoughts and capture their moods, the result is a triumph 
of the “art of pure cinema.”

Hitchcock makes it look so easy! But it is a daunting challenge to 
convey in prose—even complemented by frames from the film—even 
a hint of the sheer poetry Marnie achieves. Take away its poetry, and 
Marnie would have little to say to us, little to teach us, about the 
“art of pure cinema” or about anything else. That art, like music, is 
an art of moods. Films express their thoughts—say what they mean 
to say—through the moods they capture and the moods they cast 
over us. A film’s thoughts are thus inseparable from its moods. Nor 
can the faces and motions and settings that express these moods be 
separated from the ways the camera frames them.

Quoting the words the characters speak, not simply paraphrasing 
their dialogue, is the easy (and consistently gratifying!) part of writing 
about Marnie, but it is necessary in order to convey a sense of the 
film’s poetry. It is not sufficient, however. For in films, the poetry–
the lucidity–of speech resides in the way just this person speaks just 
these words, framed in just this manner, at just this moment, with 
just this inflection, in just this tone of voice, in just this situation, in 
just this setting, in just this framing composed and lit just this way. 
And it is not possible to quote the camera’s gestures, which are per-
formed in silence. To capture the moods that are the medium of a 
film’s thoughts, it is necessary to evoke those moods. That is an art 
I have aspired to master. It is an aspiration that my young self and 
my even younger self have in common.

The Murderous Gaze argues that Hitchcock understands the cam-
era to be possessed of incompatible, contradictory powers or attri-
butes. For example, the camera is both male and female, hence 
neither simply male nor simply female. In the chapters that follow, 
I interpret this split or duality, internal to Hitchcock’s work, as reflect-
ing a conflict or tension between two incompatible visions of human 
existence. The darker vision revolves around the idea that we are all 
in our “private traps,” as Norman Bates puts it in Psycho, that we are 
fated to live out Oscar Wilde’s maxim, which Hitchcock never tired of 
quoting, that “Each man kills the thing he loves.” The other is what I 
have come to understand to be the Emersonian worldview that was 
in the ascendancy in Hollywood in the 1930s, which revolves around 
the idea that, with a little help from our friends, we are free—and 
responsible, morally—to write our own futures.
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The Murderous Gaze characterizes Hitchcock, whose films meta-
phorically equate artistic creation with murder, as uncertain what 
his authorship made of him or revealed about him. The five original 
readings picture him as in a state of suspense, as if each film moved 
him, like the lodger in pursuit of his project, inexorably closer to a 
moment of truth he at once longed for and dreaded. But they also 
picture Hitchcock as intending his films to sustain incompatible inter-
pretations. Was his aspiration, then, to reconcile the irreconcilable, 
to decide the undecidable, to bring together the two halves of his 
artistic identity? Or was it to acknowledge, and embrace, a mysterious 
doubleness he took to be at the heart of the “art of pure cinema”?

The entire trajectory of Hitchcock’s authorship, as The Murderous 

Gaze traces it, calls forth two incompatible interpretations or pic-
tures. The darker one is that from The Lodger to Psycho and beyond, 
all Hitchcock does is “scratch and claw without budging an inch,” as 
Norman Bates puts it. After all, North by Northwest, which achieves 
an ending worthy of a Hollywood comedy of remarriage of the 1930s, 
is followed by Psycho, in which, as my reading interprets the film, 
Hitchcock symbolically kills the thing he loves most in the world: the 
“art of pure cinema” itself.

But if Hitchcock’s films were simply illustrations of the dark prin-
ciple that “Each man kills the thing he loves,” why would he follow 
Psycho with The Birds (1963)? Why would the birds spare Mitch (Rod 
Taylor) and his family and even Melanie (Tippi Hedren), whom they 
have made suffer so much? And why would Hitchcock next make 
Marnie (1964), his most deeply moving film, which concludes with 
its scarred and wounded protagonist at last feeling, as the Katha-
rine Hepburn character describes the way she feels at the end of The 

Philadelphia Story, “like a human, like a human being”?
The other interpretation or picture of Hitchcock’s authorship, 

incompatible with the first, is that with each new film he thinks a new 
thought, takes a new step, draws a new circle, as Emerson might have 
put it, always aspiring to walk in the direction of what Emerson calls 
“the unattained yet attainable self,” and that he ultimately overcomes, 
or transcends, the murderous dimension of his art. Indeed, there quite 
clearly is a progression from Murder! to North by Northwest. In North 

by Northwest, it might seem, the Emersonian side of Hitchcock’s divid-
ed artistic personality definitively prevails. But then why would Hitch-
cock follow North by Northwest with Psycho? For that matter, how was 
it possible for him to make North by Northwest after he made Vertigo, 
his only tragedy and one of his most emotionally devastating illustra-
tions of the principle that “Each man kills the thing he loves”? How 
was it possible, after the despairing ending of Vertigo, for Hitchcock 
ever again to pick himself up, dust himself off, and start all over again?
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When I was writing The Murderous Gaze thirty years ago, I meant 
to give equal weight to the two incompatible pictures of Hitchcock’s 
authorship I discerned in the films I was studying. But I can see now 
that overall the book favors Oscar Wilde over Emerson. At the time, 
I wasn’t exactly conscious of tilting the scales, and yet, after I had 
finished the chapters on The Lodger, Murder!, Shadow of a Doubt, 

and Psycho and thought the book was complete, I decided to write a 
chapter on The 39 Steps because I didn’t want to give the misleading 
impression that I failed to value the matchless pleasures, the sheer 
enjoyment, Hitchcock films can give us. Nonetheless, dark moods pre-
dominate, intensifying until they climax in the last pages of the Psycho 

chapter and the melancholy Postscript I began writing the day I heard 
the news that Hitchcock had died. In the course of writing about Mar‑

nie, his most moving film, I discovered that I love Hitchcock’s films 
even more than I did, or knew I did, when I wrote the five original 
readings. In choosing Marnie, my intention was to balance the scales.

At the core of Hitchcock’s moral vision is the sad and difficult truth 
that to keep faith with the better angels of our nature, we have to be 
willing to kill. But we also have to be willing to love. Is this a happier 
truth? Not if it is also a truth—as Hitchcock was torn between wish-
ing to believe, for his art’s sake, and wishing to deny, for the sake 
of humanity—that “Each man kills the thing he loves.” Along with 
Vertigo’s Scottie, Bernice Edgar, Marnie’s mother, is Hitchcock’s most 
tragic example of the element of truth in Oscar Wilde’s maxim. But 
Mark Rutland is Hitchcock’s definitive counterexample—an exception 
that disproves the rule. 

At the conclusion of Marnie, the film’s troubled protagonist, with 
Mark’s help, is changed. There is no guarantee they will live “hap-
pily ever after,” but their marriage has become a relationship worth 
having.

I am grateful to Murray Pomerance, the Series Editor, for encourag-
ing me to submit this expanded edition of Hitchcock—The Murderous 

Gaze to the “Horizons in Film” series, for his insightful suggestions, 
and above all for his friendship. I consider myself fortunate, indeed, 
that Murray has as high a regard for my work as I have for his.

Among the other friends whose intellectual companionship has 
helped sustain me over the years, Alan Cholodenko, Marian Keane, 
Andrew Klevan, Ellen Mandel, Michael Lydon, Gil Perez, Victor Per-
kins, George Toles, Charles Warren deserve special mention. Marian’s 
close reading of a draft of the manuscript, and the marathon phone 
conversations that ensued, led to numerous improvements.

I also wish to thank James Peltz, co-director of SUNY Press, which 
has been a good home for two books I edited, Cavell on Film and 
Three Documentary Filmmakers.
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And I wish to thank the faculty, staff, and students of the Univer-

sity of Miami School of Communication for fostering an environment 

conducive to productive work.

To Stanley Cavell, a great friend as well as a great thinker, a great 

writer, and a great teacher, I owe an immeasurable debt, as I do to 

my wife Kitty, the love of my life.
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Introduction to the 

First Edition

1

T
his book follows five Hitchcock films, moment by moment, as 
they unfold from beginning to end. Using frame enlargements 

as illustration and evidence, I attempt to put into words the thinking 
inscribed in their successions of frames. (In transcribing dia
logue and describing gestures, expressions, and movements of the 
camera, I relied on no scripts and checked my language only by 
di rect observation of the films themselves.) My aim is to demon
strate something fundamental about Hitchcock and about the mak
ing and viewing of films, and to reflect on the implications of this 
demonstration for our understanding of the conditions and history 
of the art of film.

I do not claim that these five are necessarily the best or the most 
important of all Hitchcock’s films or that, as a group, they are most 
representative. They are among the Hitchcock films I have come to 
know especially intimately over the years, for a variety of reasons. 
And I believe that these five are, at the very least, more than good 
enough and more than representative enough to enable them, indi
vidually and as a group—I believe they complement each other 
meaningfully—to stand in for Hitchcock’s authorship as a whole.

Nonetheless, I realize that my selection will strike many readers 
as peculiar. For one thing, the inclusion of three British films seems 
to unbalance it. I must emphasize that such a distribution does not 
represent a critical assessment of the relative merits of the early and 
late Hitchcock films. However, it does reflect one of the book’s major 
claims: that such films as The Lodger and Murder! are vastly richer 
than has generally been recognized and, beyond this, that they cast 
unexpected light on the range of Hitchcock’s ambitions and on his 
place within film history.

More peculiar than the inclusion of three British Hitchcocks, per
haps, are the book’s conspicuous omissions. None of the Hitchcock 
masterpieces of the 1950s, Rear Window and Vertigo in particular, 
have been included, and neither of the most remarkable postPsycho 
films, The Birds and Marnie.



2 Introduction to the Second Edition2

One relevant consideration was the desirability of selecting only 
films in black and white in order to keep the cost of the volume from 
soaring wholly out of sight. I judged that these omissions would not 
make the book fundamentally incomplete, as long as Psycho could 
serve double duty, representing both the unbroken series of great 
films it brings to an end and the “late” period it ini tiates. With Rear 

Window and Vertigo there was a further consider ation. They are 
among a group of films—The Trouble with Harry and The Man Who 

Knew Too Much are the others—Hitchcock kept out of circulation 
during the last years of his life. Although I have had a chance to 
study them at the Library of Congress, I decided not to select any 
films not readily available for screening. I am honestly convinced that 
the book does not suffer from this omission.

Conceivably, each of these readings could stand on its own. In 
a sense, each one puts the reader through the same experience of 
running through a Hitchcock film from start to finish. What justifies 
the repetition of this experience? The book is so written as to dis
tribute its reflections and arguments across all of its readings. But 
also it is so written as to pick up and exploit resonances from reading 
to reading. There is a general strategy in this regard. The opening 
chapter makes almost no reference to Hitchcock films other than 
The Lodger, which befits the film’s status as, in effect, the original 
Hitchcock film. Each subsequent reading incorporates more, and 
more intricate, references to other Hitchcock films, as the films 
themselves increasingly incorporate into their texture and forms a 
complex system of references. And each new reading con tinually 
invokes, implicitly and explicitly, the readings that pre cede it in the 
book, playing on the resonances that the writing accu mulates. This 
process is completed in the chapter on Psycho. While a reader could 
go right to this last chapter and follow its argument, it is also very 
much composed as the book’s climax and conclusion. In the reading 
of Psycho, all the discoveries of the preceding read ings are meant to 
reverberate, all their lines of thought to be brought into play and 
interwoven.

Yet I can imagine a sympathetic reader coming to the end of the 
Psycho chapter and wondering exactly where he or she has arrived, 
perhaps feeling that the book has really gone nowhere. This is 
be cause I can imagine the book engendering in the reader the sense 
that Hitchcock’s work ends where it began. For I demonstrate what 
no previous criticism has suggested, that Psycho’s position is al ready 
declared, indeed already worked out, in The Lodger.

But who does not know the experience of looking back across an 
artist’s lifetime of work and feeling that no real distance separates 
the first creations from the last? The possibility of such an experi
ence cannot be separated from what art is. And it is closely related 
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to another, very different, experience that I can also imagine. I can 
imagine a reader coming to the end of the book and suddenly being 
overcome by the magnitude of all that separates Psycho from The 

Lodger. What separates these films is also what joins them: a body 
of work that movingly stands in for an entire human life, even as it 
traverses and sums up the history of an art.

The friends whose words and ideas echo in these pages are too 
numerous to list. The names of Norton Batkin, Peter Biskind, Barry 
Gewen, Timo Gilmore, Timothy Gould, Tom Hopkins, Harry Hunt, 
Pepe Karmel, Steven Levine, Ellen Mandel, Miles Morgan, Jon 
Ostriker, Linda Podheiser, James Shapiro, and Paul Thomas will have 
to suffice.

Among the friends, colleagues, and students who have made 
helpful comments on drafts of the manuscript, Marian Keane has 
my special gratitude for the multitude of ideas that emerged from our 
talks and for the generosity and shrewdness with which she boosted 
my morale at critical moments. I also want to express my appreciation 
of my editor, Joyce Backman, for all she has done to make this a 
better book and for all her editing taught me about writing.

To Stanley Cavell, I owe a deep debt. He taught me that phil osophy 
can be motivated and sustained by something as appar ently mundane 
as a movie. Over the years, by his work and through his friendship, 
he has provided immeasurable guidance and en couragement.

I am grateful to the faculty, staff, and students of Carpenter Center 
for fostering an environment conducive to productive work; and to 
the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Luce Foundation, 
and the Mayer Foundation for giving the Harvard film program vital 
support. I also wish to thank EMI Films Limited for allowing me to 
reproduce frame enlargements from The Lodger and Murder!; to thank 
The Rank Organization Limited for granting permission to use stills 
from The 39 Steps, and to acknowledge MCA (Universal City Studios, 
Inc.), a corporation that strikes a hard bargain, for authorizing the 
use of illustrations from Shadow of a Doubt and Psycho.

Without the friendship and love of my wife, Kitty Morgan, and the 
infinite patience with which she endured this project, the book could 
never have been written.
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A Story of the 
London Fog
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T
he Pleasure Garden (1925), a German/
English coproduction filmed in Munich, 

was the first film Alfred Hitchcock completed as director. The Pleasure 
Garden of the title is a nightclub, and the film, which tells the back‑
stage story of two dancers, anticipates Hitchcock’s abiding interest 
in theater. No doubt The Mountain Eagle (1926) would be equally 
worthy of study, but no prints survive. Yet however important these 
films may be, and however closely related to his later work, Hitch‑
cock was not being arbitrary when he spoke of The Lodger: A Story of 

the London Fog (made in 1926 and released early in 1927), his third 
directorial effort, as the first true Hitchcock film, the one that inau‑
gurates his authorship. When he returned to England fifty years—
and fifty films—later to make Frenzy, whose protagonist may or may 
not be a psychopathic killer of women, it was to The Lodger that he 
turned, closing a circle.

By 1925 the basic forms and techniques, and many of the major 
genres, of the movies were firmly established. A decade after D. W. 
Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, film had become a giant international 
industry, a powerful medium of mass communication, and a great 
art. Hitchcock began his career as a director at the height of what he 
always called the Golden Age of film. The Hollywood studios were 
astonishingly productive, putting out films so universally popular they 
were America’s principal forum for dialogues on sexuality, romance, 
marriage, the family and other “private” matters of public concern in 
an era of social change. The great directors of the German cinema, 
such as F. W. Murnau, Fritz Lang, and G. W. Pabst, were achieving 
unprecedented expressive effects with camera movement, set design 
and lighting. In France, Louis Delluc, Germaine Dulac, Jean Epstein, 
Marcel L’Herbier, Abel Gance, René Clair, and the young Jean Renoir 
were experimenting with subjective devices and other formal innova‑
tions, and referring to themselves as an avant‑garde. The Scandina‑
vians Victor Sjöström, Mauritz Stiller, and Carl Dreyer were probing 
dark, disquieting areas of the human psyche. In the Soviet Union, 
amid an atmosphere of artistic and intellectual ferment, Lev Kule‑
shov, Dziga Vertov, V. L. Pudovkin, Sergei Eisenstein, and others were 
demonstrating and debating the possibilities of montage.

Hitchcock started with a clear sense of film’s traditions and a con‑
viction that film was an art. His achievement, in part, was to create 
the first films that, fully embracing the medium, reflected seriously 
on their nature as films. Perhaps we cannot really speak of modern‑
ism in regard to an art that was not even born before the modern 
emerged in painting, music, poetry, and theater. If there is a mod‑
ernist cinema, however, it begins with Hitchcock, in whose work film 
attains a modern self‑consciousness.
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A measure and expression of the modernity of the Hitchcock 
film is its call upon us to acknowledge, at every moment, not only 
what is on view within the frame but the camera as well. One of his 
deepest insights is that no moment in any film can be fully compre‑
hended without accounting for the camera. Another is that, in the 
camera’s tense and shifting relationships with its human subjects, 
the author’s and viewers’ roles are intimately revealed. Yet another 
is that the camera’s presence is fundamentally ambiguous. It frames 
our views: the instrument of our gaze, it shares our passivity. But it 
also represents the author: it is the instrument of his presentation to 
us, his “narration,” and manifests his godlike power over the world 
of the film, a world over which he presides. Within the world of a 
Hitchcock film, the nature and relationships of love, murder, sexual‑
ity, marriage, and theater are at issue; these are among Hitchcock’s 
constant themes. His treatment of these themes, however, and his 
understanding of the reasons film keeps returning to them, cannot be 
separated from his constant concern with the nature of the camera, 
the act of viewing a film, and filmmaking as a calling.

Hitchcock did not gradually “find himself,” as did Jean Renoir, 
for instance. Rather, at the outset of his career, he announced his 
central concerns and declared a position—at once a philosophical 
one on the conditions of human existence and a critical one on the 
powers and limits of the medium and the art of film—to which he 
remained faithful for more than fifty‑five years. The Lodger is not an 
apprentice work but a thesis, definitively establishing Hitchcock’s 
identity as an artist. Thematically and stylistically, it is fully charac‑
teristic of his filmic writing. By “writing” I mean not what we ordi‑
narily think of as a script but a film’s construction as a succession 
of views, what is technically called its “continuity” and in France its 
“découpage.” The writing of The Lodger in this sense is amazingly 
imaginative and complex. Every shot, every framing, reframing, and 
cut, is significant.

This is not to say that all we mean when we speak of Hitchcock 
can be found in The Lodger, or that it reveals his full stature as an 
artist. It is certainly not equal to his masterpieces of the 1950s and 
early 1960s, such as Rear Window, The Wrong Man, Vertigo, North 

by Northwest, Psycho, The Birds, and Marnie, or even to the classic 
thrillers of the 1930s, such as The 39 Steps and The Lady Vanishes. 
For one thing, the late films have a sensuality and visual power per‑
haps unmatched in all of cinema, and barely to be glimpsed in The 

Lodger or any of the other early films. Nonetheless, The Lodger amply 
repays close analysis. When film’s “Golden Age” is celebrated, Hitch‑
cock’s silent films are never given their due. Yet, as I understand 
it, Hitchcock occupies a central place in the history of film, a place 
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already secured by The Lodger and the 
small but remarkable body of silent films 
that followed.

The Lodger opens with a view of a 
woman screaming; then the screen fades 
to black.

We are not shown what precedes this 
scream or what immediately follows it, but 
in a moment we will understand that this 
shot is a fragment of a scene of murder.1

This is our introduction to the murderer 
known as “the Avenger,” who has been ter‑

rorizing London, killing a golden‑haired woman on the Embankment 
every Tuesday night. The Avenger has just stepped forward into this 
woman’s view, provoking her scream. Yet we are given no view of 
this figure: we do not know who or what he has just revealed him‑
self to be or in what spirit he has stepped forward. The shot is from 
the Avenger’s point of view, and the woman screams in the face of 
the camera; this is the film’s first suggestion that the camera and 
the murderer have a mysterious bond. The mystery of the Avenger—
who and what he is—is also the mystery of what the camera really 
represents.

The opening shot shows us what the Avenger sees, even as it with‑
holds all views of this figure from us (in particular, it with holds the 
woman’s frightful vision). Within the world of the film, the Avenger 
is a viewer. The scene of which this shot is a fragment is rooted 
in our own role as viewers. We possess views of this world, while 
necessarily remaining unseen by the beings who dwell within it. By 
stepping forward to be viewed, the Avenger enacts what to us can 
only be a fantasy—that of entering the world of the film and present‑
ing ourselves to be viewed. This is not merely a personal fantasy, 
of course; it is built into the role of the viewer of a film. Here that 
fantasy becomes a nightmare. We step forward to be viewed only to 
find that our presence engenders horror. And this nightmare is also 
Hitchcock’s. If The Lodger’s opening is a viewer’s fantasy, it also grows 
out of a fantasy intrinsic to the author’s role. It is as if Hitchcock 
steps forward from his place be hind the camera, only to find that 
his presence is horrifying.

After the opening shot, the words “TONIGHT GOLDEN CURLS” 
flash three times on the black screen. Then the body of a woman, 
lying lifeless on the ground, fades into view. This view helps explain 
the film’s opening: the body is that of the woman who was scream‑
ing. The next shot defines this view in turn as from the perspective 
of an old woman who now clutches her hands in horror and covers 

1.1
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her eyes. When Hitchcock next cuts to a policeman taking notes, the 
context of the previous shot is disclosed: an eyewitness is relating her 
story to the police, gathering a crowd.

This passage exemplifies another of Hitchcock’s characteristic 
strategies. Again and again, he presents a view we cannot interpret 
because he has withheld something about its context, or we misread 
because we take its context to be other than it really is. Sometimes 
Hitchcock makes no secret of cloaking his presentations in enigmas 
and sometimes withholds information without our realizing it. The 
process of following any Hitchcock film is one of continual rereading 
or rethinking. By this strategy and others, Hitchcock makes us aware 
that what we view is presented by an author whose intentions are 
enigmatic. Here, he specifically reminds us that authors are capable 
of deception by introducing a prankster who plays a practical joke on 
the old woman. As she tells her story with dramatic flourish, there 
is a cut to a man in the crowd who pulls his collar up, mimick‑
ing the woman’s description of the murderer. When Hitchcock cuts 
to her point of view—an expressionistically distorted image of the 
man, reflected off a polished metal wall—we are not frightened as 
the woman is. We have been let in on this trick, which deflates her 
self‑importance and brings home the reality of her fear. Yet if this 
prankster does not deceive us but reminds us of any author’s capac‑
ity for deception, the passage also plants a picture of the Avenger 
in our minds, and furthers Hitchcock’s central strategy for deceiving 
us. When the lodger first appears in the film, we see him cast in this 
image, and believe he may really be the Avenger.

A shot of a reporter telephoning the story in to his office provides 
a transition to a quasi‑documentary account of the process by which 
the newspaper, the Evening Standard, is produced and distributed. 
The main point of this account is that the Evening Standard whets 
London’s appetite for violence by invoking scenes Londoners desire 
to view yet dread viewing, and that what draws newspaper readers to 
stories about murder cannot be separated 
from what draws viewers to films.2

The idea that the Evening Standard’s 
readers are also The Lodger’s viewers 
is underscored by three characteristic 
touches that punctuate this passage. First, 
Hitchcock personally appears as an extra 
in the editorial office. (He appears again 
at the film’s climax.) Second, as a truck 
carrying bales of newspapers drives into 
the depths of the frame, two heads, visi‑
ble through oval windows, swing back and 

1.2
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forth, as though they were the newspaper 
van’s eyes. Third, a crowd is shown looking 
upward, all eyes moving in unison—to all 
appearances, an audience viewing a film. 
When Hitchcock cuts to the crowd’s point 
of view, we realize that these people are 
reading a huge electric sign spelling out 
the Evening Standard’s report of the latest 
Avenger murder.

In one of the most remarkable 
se quences of the film, Hitchcock dissolves 
from a radio announcer reading the sto‑
ry of the murder to one solitary listener 
after another: a man who rolls his eyes, an 
angry woman who yowls like a cat, a man 
who listens taut with excitement, a woman 
so aroused that she runs her tongue sen‑
sually over her lips.

Each listener appears less an individual 
than a representative of the London pub‑
lic. All these faces seem to collapse into 
one, a face with alternating male and 
female aspects. The series ends with a 
woman who gazes fearfully about her.

To begin the narrative proper, Hitchcock must effect a transition 
from London in general to the individual characters of his drama. In 
a brief scene, several women enter what we recognize as a dressing 
room, apparently after a performance. The camera isolates one whose 
blond hair marks her as a potential victim. Hitchcock cuts to her 
point of view, and we see a menacing, knife‑wielding figure who rises 
without warning into the frame. The apparition is then explained: it 
is a stage hand in disguise, playing a practical joke. This time, how‑
ever, Hitchcock did not let us in on the prank. We, too, were taken 

in. Hitchcock has declared his capacity for 
deceiving us. He has given us fair warning.

A title reading simply “Daisy” is fol‑
lowed by a view of a beautiful blonde, 
who opens her ermine coat to reveal her 
elegant evening dress.

We cannot help recognizing Daisy as 
another potential victim of the Avenger, 
in part because this framing echoes the 
film’s opening, as though our view were 
once again the murderer’s. Our tension 
increases when Hitchcock cuts to a news‑

1.3
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boy hawking the Evening Standard and 
then back to Daisy, who gives no sign 
that she is listening and appears indif‑
ferent to the possibility that she is in the 
Avenger’s presence. Showing no fear, she 
steps toward the camera. Only then does 
a cut to a longer shot disclose the real set‑
ting: this is a fashion salon, and Daisy is a 
model making her entrance.

What we took to be Daisy in the Lon‑
don night, going about her private affairs, 
is Daisy in costume, about to display her 
outfit—and herself—to the wealthy men 
and women gathered for the show. The 
next shot shows us this audience—the 
men who take pleasure in viewing models 
such as Daisy and the women who hope 
to buy the ability to arouse men’s desire.

We do not know who Daisy really is. All 
we know is that modeling is her job. Per‑
haps it is only a way of making a living. 
Perhaps she models because she dreams 
of being the kind of sophisticated wom‑
an of the world, disdainful of those who 
would judge her, that we first took her to be. Or perhaps she dreams 
of a romantic figure who will one day step forward from within her 
audience to possess her.

Hitchcock next cuts to an unidentified man buying a newspaper 
on the street and walking into a boarding house. Then two other 
characters are introduced: a woman we take to be his wife and a 
police detective named Joe, a friend of the family. As Joe brags about 
how quickly he would apprehend the Avenger if he were put on the 
case, a second title reading “Daisy” appears on the screen. Identified 
as “the daughter of the house,” Daisy enters.

Daisy’s two introductions anticipate a conflict basic to the narra‑
tive. She appears fated for marriage to Joe, but unless there is more 
to him than meets the eye, such a marriage would be the denial 
of all dreams of wealth and freedom, of commanding an audience, 
and of romance. Daisy is a girl on the threshold of womanhood torn 
between romantic yearnings and the wish to be a good daughter. 
Not wishing to disobey her parents, she also does not wish to be 
trapped in a sexless marriage like theirs. She is the first of a long line 
of Hitchcock heroines faced with this predicament. Daisy’s descen‑
dants appear in Blackmail, Young and Innocent, Rebecca, Suspicion, 

Shadow of a Doubt, Stage Fright, Vertigo, Psycho, and Marnie, among 

1.6
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other Hitchcock films. Hitchcock’s films frequently take the form of 
narratives about a girl’s growing up, and begin with the appearance, 
as if by magic, of a mysterious man who may have the power to make 
the girl’s romantic dreams come true but who also may be a monster.

Hitchcock elegantly lays out Daisy’s dilemma by presenting a scene 
“directed” by Joe, a passage that also illustrates his characteristic care in 
differentiating the camera’s relationships with its various subjects and 
his interest in the ubiquity of theater in everyday interactions. Daisy 
is reading about the Avenger in the newspaper. Joe assumes a bluster‑
ing stance—the framing exposes his unattractive self‑importance—and 

says, “I’m keen on golden hair myself, same 
as the Avenger is.” Under the watchful eyes 
of her mother, who endorses Joe’s court‑
ship, Daisy can only give in to his demand 
that she participate in this charade. She 
puts on a look of disdain. He continues the 
performance by responding with a deflat‑
ed look. But then Hitchcock presents us a 
privileged view, unavailable to Daisy or her 
mother, that discloses Joe’s real feelings. In 
this frame, Joe sighs and looks directly into 
the camera, revealing both his longing and 
his feeling of impotence. Frustrated in his 
desire but unwilling to declare it frankly, he 
is reduced to playacting that makes a joke 
of the idea of rejection.

Daisy ignores Joe, her display of indif‑
ference part of the charade. Joe then picks 
up a cookie cutter and presses out a dough 
heart, which he lays down on the table. 
When she continues to act uninterested, 
he presses out a second heart and places it 
beside the first. Daisy again looks disdain‑
fully at Joe. Hitchcock once more inserts a 
closeup, this time of Joe’s hands hanging 
limply by his sides. Daisy’s hand reaches 
into this frame, picks up one of the hearts, 
and tosses it aside. Joe’s face registers no 
emotion, but in yet another close insert, 
his hands pick up the remaining heart and 
tear it in two.

Viewed in closeup, Joe directs a forlorn 
“puppy dog” look to Daisy; this is not the 
mask of the swaggering braggart but that 
of the lovelorn suitor.

1.8
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This expression is part of the charade, although the feeling it cari‑
catures is also real. Joe here casts himself as a clown who has given 
his all to win his audience’s love and casts Daisy as heartless for 
rejecting his plea.

It is important not to misunderstand this moment. Joe has dropped 
his bully act and now presents himself as an innocent whose heart 
has been cruelly broken. But Hitchcock’s camera still claims the 
power to see through him. The image of Joe’s hand pressing down 
on the cookie cutter is an emblem of his capacity for violence. That 
of his hands tearing the heart sustains the suggestion: Joe depicts the 
breaking of his own heart, but the heart also stands for Daisy and 
Joe’s gesture expresses a wish for vengeance. However, we attribute 
to Joe little or no consciousness of the violence in his nature that is 
transparent to the camera. Thanks to Hitchcock’s camera, we know 
Joe better than he knows himself.

Like Daisy, Joe is the original of a Hitchcock type. Blackmail’s 

Frank, for example, is closely related to Joe, and the story of the rela‑
tionship between Frank and Alice is a variant of that between Joe and 
Daisy (John Londgen, who plays Frank, is a dead ringer for Malcolm 
Keen, who plays Joe). It is plain that Daisy does not pine for Joe as 
he does for her, and, indeed, she will be drawn to the romantic figure 
of the lodger from the moment of his appearance on the scene. But 
Joe irrevocably loses Daisy only through his own actions. The pro‑
cess by which he damns himself in her eyes, delineated with great 
precision, illustrates Hitchcock’s recurring theme of the potentially 
tragic consequences of allowing wishes to influence judgments. He 
focuses repeatedly on figures like Joe—a police detective—who abuse 
official powers or break with the discipline of a calling. Joe’s conflict 
reappears throughout Hitchcock’s work. For example, in Murder! Sir 
John applies his discipline as a playwright to satisfy his duty as a 
juror and his personal desires, with mixed results. Ingrid Bergman 
in Spellbound bends psychoanalytic discipline to the leanings of her 
heart, to happy effect. In The Paradine Case Gregory Peck plays a 
lawyer who fatally mixes his official duties and his love for his client, 
although his fall, unlike Joe’s, has something of the weight of tragedy: 
Peck’s failure is not a betrayal of his humanity, but a devastating 
consequence of it. Sabotage, Young and Innocent, Notorious, Rope, 

I Confess, Rear Window, The Wrong Man, Vertigo, Torn Curtain, and 
Topaz are among the other Hitchcock films that take up the implica‑
tions of Joe’s case.

Hitchcock cuts from Joe’s glance, which announces the end of the 
charade, to Daisy.

Joe has not declared himself, and she is not called upon to accept 
or reject him. The look she gives expresses only a grudging admis‑
sion of the cleverness of his performance, and does not reveal her 
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real feelings toward him. Yet, surely, she 

has perceived—and resents—the way he 

forced her to participate in his charade 

by exploiting her mother’s presence in a 

species of moral blackmail. On the other 

hand, for all we know he has the key to her 

heart and may yet win her. While Joe is no 

romantic figure, he has one major asset: 

the ability to make Daisy laugh. Some of 

Joe’s descendants, indeed, win the respect 

and even the love of the heroine. It is not 

that Daisy hides her feelings or that the 

camera masks them. A girl such as Daisy, in Hitchcock’s films, does 

not yet know her own feelings. Only in the course of the film does 

she come to know herself, to grow up, to become a woman. That we 

do not know Daisy’s feelings at this moment, then, reflects something 

about her particular identity as a character, who she is in relation‑

ship to others in her world. But, as with all Hitchcock characters, her 

identity is also a function of a particular relationship to the camera, 

who she is in relationship to Hitchcock and to us. To the camera, at 

this moment, she remains who she was when we first viewed her at 

the fashion show: a creature of beauty whose dreams and desires are 

inaccessible to us. The camera acknowledges her mystery and power.

Recognizing that an episode is over in what she takes to be a 

smoothly progressing courtship, Daisy’s mother nods to her hus‑

band. But he has been oblivious of the whole scene. She expresses 

annoyance at his lack of awareness, then beams in condescending 

toleration of his foibles. He casts her a resentful look, which she 

gives no sign of noticing. The whole history of their marriage can 

be glimpsed in this exchange. The scene freezes into a tableau; the 

situation, completely laid out to our view, 

is at an impasse. The stage is set for a dra‑

matic entrance.

Signaled by the mother’s gaze, there 

is a cut to a wall lamp, which dims 

mysteriously.

There is a plausible explanation: it is 

time to put a coin in the electric meter. 

But the shot operates at a number of oth‑

er levels as well. First, references to light 

and darkness and to lamps run through 

the whole film. Second, our view of the 

dimming lamp is the mother’s, linking this moment with her role 

throughout the film. It registers the beginning of what will be, for 

her, a nightmare. Third, this shot draws on and parodies theatrical 
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conventions. House lights go down as the curtain rises on a play, 
and darkness is associated with the villain of a melodrama. Fourth, 
this self‑consciously melodramatic signal reminds us that our views 
of this world are presented by an author. The arrival of a stranger 
at just this moment fulfills Daisy’s wish and her mother’s fears; it is 
self‑evidently plotted.

Joe tosses Daisy’s mother a coin for the gas meter. She hands it 
to her husband. At this moment, Hitchcock cuts to the front door of 
the house (suggestively enough, number 13). The camera moves in 
as the shadow of a man appears and grows larger, and a hand enters 
the frame and grasps the knocker.

This camera movement—the first in the film—matches the motion 
of the unseen man as he approaches the door. The shot also rep‑
resents his point of view. Hitchcock intro‑
duced Daisy by allowing us to view her, 
but the man at the door is introduced by 
presenting what he views and withhold‑
ing the sight of his face. He appears in the 
frame first as a shadow, as though he were 
an agent of the devil (in a melodrama, 
the agent of the devil is the villain; in The 

Lodger, the villain is the Avenger; then is 
this the villainous murderer at the door?). 
The shot suggests that he has a special 
bond with the camera, which has assumed 
his place. The forward tracking move‑
ment underscores the camera’s identifica‑
tion with him. Whether or not he is the 
Avenger, he is a viewer who shares some‑
thing of our relationship to this world. He 
is also an agent of the film’s author: when 
his hand enters the frame and seizes the 
knocker, setting in motion the events of 
the plot, it is as if Hitchcock himself were 
showing his hand.

The man at the door arrives as if by 
magic, and his arrival cues a significant 
development. The mother leaves the room to see who is at the door, 
while the father goes to put a coin in the electric meter. Seeing that 
they are now alone, Joe embraces Daisy. Before she has a chance to 
respond, hence with her feelings still at issue, Hitchcock cuts away to 
the father climbing a ladder to reach the meter, then to the mother at 
the door. The first clear view of the stranger is the climax of a series 
of shots: an extreme long shot of the mother with a staircase at the 
left of the frame opening the front door to reveal a man framed in 
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the doorway; the mother’s startled, hor‑

rified reaction; and finally, the view that 

made the mother recoil.

The man at the door, come to rent a 

room, is the film’s star, Ivor Novello. The 

film’s original audience would have rec‑

ognized him instantly; in the twenties, 

Novello was a matinee idol of the stage, 

the romantic lead in a series of popular 

operettas in which no psychopathic mur‑

derers walked the boards. Yet he looks 

exactly like the Avenger as Hitchcock has 

cued us to imagine him. Indeed, the face 

seen in this shot—an expressionless mask 

half obscured by glare—is so much the 

picture of mystery that the effect is comic. 

We do not simply identify with the mother; 

she is in Hitchcock’s hands, and he shares 

the joke of his power with us. Our laugh 

is at the perfect appositeness of stimulus 

and response and at the mother’s per‑

fect obliviousness of the author’s design. 

Hitchcock intends the viewer to recognize 

this apparition as an absurdly conven‑

tional vision, yet at the same time to be 

genuinely shocked. This apparent paradox 

reflects his wish for us to recognize this 

face as a kind of mask. The shot specifi‑

cally alludes, I take it, to the moment in 

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari when the som‑

nambulist Cesare opens his eyes at Calig‑

ari’s bidding and stares into the camera. 

The Lodger incorporates Caligari’s night‑

marish events and places them within a 

world depicted realistically. This somnam‑

bulist makes his entrance into an ordinary 

home in contemporary London.

Throughout the film, our views of the 

lodger remind us of his introduction as a 

figure of mystery. This is a central strategy 

of the narrative, which continually raises 

suspicions but provides no conclusive evi‑

dence either that he is the Avenger or that 

he is not. From the outset his expressions 

and actions can be accounted for by sup‑

posing that he is the Avenger; if he turned 

out not to be the Avenger, his appearance 
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of guilt would need to be explained. Yet Hitchcock does not actually 
give us false information, as he does in Stage Fright’s famous “lying 
flashback,” which presents a character’s account of an event without 
giving any indication that it is not true. Rather, The Lodger continually 
reminds us that its author is withholding crucial information, and 
that his intentions cannot be taken for granted. We know that the 
lodger has a secret, but hold back from concluding that his secret is 
that he is the Avenger, for we know it is within Hitchcock’s power to 
make the lodger’s secret be something else.

At one level, the film tells the story of the lodger’s revelation of 
his secret to Daisy, and her response. Until this occurs, he exists in 
a state of suspense: he does not know his own nature and dreads 
seeing himself reflected in the eyes of anyone who knows who he 
really is. He is the prototype of a recurring Hitchcock figure. Laurence 
Olivier in Rebecca, Gary Grant in Suspicion, Joseph Cotten in Shadow 

of a Doubt, Richard Todd in Stage Fright, and Anthony Perkins in 
Psycho clearly play what might be called “lodger figures.” And the 
characters played by Robert Donat in The 39 Steps, Montgomery Clift 
in I Confess, Henry Fonda in The Wrong Man, and Sean Connery in 
Marnie derive, in certain essential respects, from the lodger as well. 
But if the lodger figure represents a type of character, his identity 
cannot be separated from the form of narrative in which he appears, 
or from his particular relationship to the camera.

The Lodger is the model for the self‑conscious Hitchcock narra‑
tive that acknowledges its own indirectness and its practice of with‑
holding information. In it, the author’s relationship with the viewers 
comes to the fore. The film’s story about its lodger figure is also a 
story about the camera; the camera’s presentation of the lodger is 
also its presentation of itself. At one level, The Lodger is an investiga‑
tion of the nature of the camera.

Contrasting The Lodger with the Gothic novel helps us to appre‑
ciate the camera’s central role. Such a novel is typically narrated 
from the point of view of the innocent but passionate heroine. The 
troubled, brooding man with whom she falls in love, but whom she 
alternately fears and pities until she learns his secret, is a projection 
of her romantic yearnings. The heroine’s faith that the man she loves 
cannot be a monster is, by convention, rewarded. Daisy, too, envi‑
sions the man of mystery who enters her life as the fulfillment of 
her dreams. Though The Lodger registers Daisy’s point of view, how‑
ever, the camera retains its autonomy. Nothing in the Gothic novel 
corresponds to the camera’s enigmatic bond with the lodger—and 
his double, the Avenger. It is the man’s view of the woman, not the 
woman’s view of the man, on which Hitchcock’s film turns, but the 
story is not told from the lodger’s point of view; the camera stands 
apart from him as from all its other subjects, in spite of the bond 
between them. In the Gothic novel, a mystery is explained away. The 

Lodger’s true mystery, which is in the succession of frames that make 
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up the film, is never explained away. When the lodger finally tells 
Daisy his secret and that secret is also revealed to us, the mystery of 
his bond with the camera is not explained but invoked.

The Lodger is also not a conventional detective story. We cannot 
glean the lodger’s secret by careful attention to clues strewn about 
the narrative. The author has planted clues to the lodger’s mysteri‑
ous nature, but they do not allow us to deduce his story; all they 
reveal is how well Hitchcock keeps a secret. Hitchcock films are not 
puzzles to be solved; there is more at stake than matters of obser‑
vation and deduction. For Daisy, her dreams are at stake; for the 
lodger, his self‑knowledge and salvation; for Hitchcock, his identity 
as an author. For us, the destinies of characters we care about are 
at issue, and, beyond this, what we will be called upon to view. The 

Lodger compels us to recognize film’s power of showing us what we 
dread viewing and what we desire to view, and to acknowledge that 
the lodger’s state of suspense is akin to our own. A Hitchcock film 
provokes us to imagine that our nature, like that of the Avenger, 
may be monstrous. It conjures this suspicion and this suspense, this 
anticipation and dread, into wakefulness. If Hitchcock so chooses, 
his narrative can settle the question of whether the lodger is the 
Avenger. But at the heart of The Lodger are matters Hitchcock can‑
not simply decide or settle by his own testimony. Who or what the 
camera’s subjects really are, what his role as author makes of him 
and what it reveals about him, and what the film calls for from its 
viewers, for example, are central concerns of Hitchcock’s reflections, 
not his secrets.

As the mother swallows her revulsion at the sight of the man at 
the door, the wall lamp comes back on. At this signal, Hitchcock cuts 
back to the man, whose face shows life for the first time. A slight, 
furtive movement of the eyes indicates his alertness.

The man points to a sign reading “room to let.” The mother, adopt‑
ing the obsequiousness of the landlady toward the potential tenant, 
goes upstairs to show him the room. As the lodger steps forward, 
there is a quick montage of shots. The father falls off the ladder; 
a cuckoo springs out of a clock to announce the hour; the lodger 
springs to attention, his eyes wide; the lodger stands with his back 
to the camera in the foreground, his figure completely framed by the 
staircase behind him; Daisy, viewed in closeup, sees something that 
makes her laugh; the father, seen from Daisy’s point of view, lies on 
the ground, helpless; Daisy laughs; the lodger hears Daisy’s laugh, 
an impenetrable expression on his face.

The keystone of this passage is the fourth of these shots, which 
echoes the shot of the lodger as shadow looming over the front door 
and thus reiterates the earlier suggestion of his bond with the Aveng‑
er and with the camera.
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In this shot, the lodger is given the 
camera’s own position: framed within this 
space, he also looks in from outside, pos‑
sessing it with his gaze. If he is the cam‑
era’s subject, he is also its stand‑in in the 
frame, both a passive viewer and an agent 
of the author. Riveted by the cuckoo’s cry, 
the lodger stares into the depths of the 
frame as though a picture held him spell‑
bound. He appears to have lost his grip 
on the present, as if imagining or remem‑
bering a scene we cannot view. But a real 
scene is taking place at this moment to which Hitchcock does give 
us access: Daisy discovers her father on the ground and laughs at the 
spectacle. The sequence suggests a connection between this scene 
and the one in the lodger’s imagination.

The lodger is aroused by Daisy’s laugh, as the Avenger surely would 
be. Because The Lodger never tells the Avenger’s story, we do not 
know what real or imagined acts of violence by what golden‑haired 
woman has led him to his mad acts of killing. But I take it that he 
calls himself “the Avenger” because he sees himself exacting retribu‑
tion in a world where women dominate men. Wouldn’t the Avenger 
be provoked by the scene of Daisy laughing at her fallen father? The 
cuckoo, conventional symbol of madness and a bird that eats other 
birds’ eggs and makes its home in their nests, is a suitable totem 
for the Avenger. Its cry is linked to Daisy’s laugh, which the Avenger 
would hear as mocking the powers of men.

James Naremore, in his useful Filmguide to Psycho, suggests that 
birds have no special significance in Hitchcock’s films before the 
1950s3 (Naremore 1973, 62). And yet, it is noteworthy that in The 

Lodger this cuckoo already possesses the metaphorical or symbolic 
significance—if not the importance—birds will possess in later Hitch‑
cock films, such as Psycho and, of course The Birds. (This significance 
will soon be underscored when, in another montage, birds are linked 
with the unseen, murderous Avenger.) Their significance is partly 
derived from the idea that birds, with their softness, warmth, and 
passivity and their knifelike claws and beaks, combine stereotypical 
masculine and feminine attributes in a dizzying way. Among Hitch‑
cock’s British films there are a host of examples, such as the bird in 

Blackmail whose chirping takes on a nightmarishly piercing quality; 
Handel Fane’s feather headdress in Murder!; the caged birds and the 
“Who Killed Cock Robin?” episode in Sabotage: and the seagulls that 
preside over murder in the opening of Young and Innocent.

Daisy’s mother, showing the stranger the room to let, turns on 
the lights. The frame is illuminated, and the lodger’s face shows the 

1.19



20 The Lodger

alertness previously triggered by the wall 

lamp. This echo links what he now views—

a painting on the wall of a beautiful young 

woman with blond hair—to his turning 

inward when he heard Daisy’s laugh.

The camera pans along the wall, follow‑

ing the lodger’s gaze, and Hitchcock cuts 

back to the lodger, then to a second pan‑

ning shot from his point of view that ends 

by framing another painting of a gold‑

en‑haired woman. The pattern is broken 

by a shot of the mother, who is looking on 

expectantly. Then Hitchcock cuts again to 

the lodger and to yet another pan across a 

painting of a blond woman, but this shot 

ends by framing a painting that depicts a 

scene of rape.

This followed by a quick cut to a setup 

that includes both the lodger and a paint‑

ing of a woman within the frame.

The abrupt shift from the lodger’s point 

of view at first suggests that his spell has 

been broken. When the lodger next steps 

toward the camera, however, revealing 

that the painting is framed in a mirror, he 

appears transfixed, back to the camera, 

reflected in this frame, as if in his imagi‑

nation he has entered the painting’s world.

Suddenly, with a wild look in his eyes, 

the lodger rushes to the window. The cli‑

max of this sequence is a shot that echoes 

the first view of him at the door. A shad‑

ow runs down the center of his face, cut‑

ting it in two. His doubleness and look 

of anguish are emblems of his mystery. 
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When Hitchcock cuts to a newsboy seen 

out the window from the lodger’s point of 

view, the suggestion is that the Avenger’s 

murders are linked to his suffering.

Alone for the first time, the lodger sits 

and thinks, a look of cold calculation on 

his face. He casts his eyes at something 

offscreen, and there is a cut to his view 

of the black bag he had been carrying. Its 

contents are a mystery to us. The next shot 

contains a veiled suggestion that this mys‑

tery has an erotic aspect. In this schematic 

composition, the lodger is at the left; the bag is at the right; and the 

backlit bedroom, the bed framed by the doorway, is at the center.

When the mother comes upstairs to bring him a glass of milk and 

opens the door to his room, she interrupts the lodger in the act of turn‑

ing the paintings toward the wall. He asks her to put them somewhere 

else, without explaining why he does not wish to see them. The mother 

leaves and calls Daisy to remove the offending pictures, thus setting up 

the first face‑to‑face encounter between Daisy and the lodger.

Hitchcock cuts from the lodger, in a prayer‑like posture, to a longer 

view that includes the door to the hall. Daisy enters unnoticed. The 

sight of a painting turned to the wall makes her laugh, and, once 

again struck by the sound, the lodger turns toward her. Initially his 

face is away from the camera, and he turns a full 270 degrees before 

he meets the camera’s gaze and then continues staring. He may be 

drinking deeply of his view of Daisy or waiting until this intrusion 

is over. What we might expect to see next is Daisy from his point of 

view, her reaction to his look, or perhaps the two combined. Instead, 

Hitchcock shows us the room with the two looking at each other 

across the frame. Hitchcock withholds the lodger’s view, leaving it 

a mystery how Daisy appears in his eyes. And the withholding of 

Daisy’s reaction suggests that she has not yet formulated a response 

to his presence. At this charged moment, the mother appears at the 

door and, characteristically, pushes her daughter across the thresh‑

old, while the lodger continues to stare. That an erotic bond has been 

forged is underscored by what follows. The mother leaves the frame, 

so that Daisy and the lodger are alone on camera; exactly as the door 

to the bedroom is about to frame Daisy, Hitchcock cuts to the lodger, 

whose gaze follows her closely.

Daisy carries the paintings downstairs. Joe opens the door for 

her, pinches her cheek, straightens his tie, and follows her into the 

room. Back upstairs, the mother leaves and the lodger closes the door 

behind him. Hitchcock cuts from the closed door to Joe and Daisy, 

now embracing. As Joe presses the kiss, however, the door opens and 

the mother enters, before Daisy responds. The mother, once again 

chaperone and the author’s unwitting agent, tells Joe about the paint‑
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ings. He is amused that the lodger is not 
“keen on the girls.” Then Hitchcock gives 
us a close shot of Daisy against a black 
backdrop, echoing our first view of her in 
the fashion show. When she turns to the 
camera, looking thoughtful, we take it that 
she is thinking of the man who has just 
entered her life.

Suddenly Daisy’s mother grabs Joe’s 
arm. The three look up at the ceiling lamp, 
which begins to vibrate. Hitchcock cuts to 
the lamp, over which a view of the room 
above appears superimposed; the lodger 
paces through the frame in front of a dark 
curtain, yet another emblem of his mys‑
tery. The scene fades out with Joe, Daisy, 
and her mother wrapped in their separate 
thoughts, ending a major part of the film. 
The lodger is now ensconced in this home, 
with consequences yet to be revealed.

The next part of the film begins as Dai‑
sy brings breakfast to the lodger’s room. 
While she pours his tea, he looks up at her.

This shot is followed not, as we might 
expect, by one from his point of view, but 
instead by an objective shot, from the per‑
spective of no one in the world of the film, 
in which he reaches down with his hand 
as if for a cup. We perceive, however, that 
he is reaching for a knife.

This privileged view, available only to 
the camera, leads us to imagine a frightful 
scene. A close shot of the lodger’s profile 
increases the tension. We cannot read his 
intense, absorbed expression. It is charac‑
teristic of Hitchcock to frame a figure in 
profile at the moment of his or her most 
complete abstraction and absorption in an 
imagined scene to which we have no access. 
In such a profile shot, the camera frames its 
subject in a way that does not allow that 
figure’s interiority to be penetrated. Indeed, 
such a shot declares that impenetrability; it 
announces that we have come to a limit of 
our access to the world of the film.4

The lodger raises his knife to Daisy’s 
chest, but the suspense is deflated when 
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he flicks a speck from her dress, an inno‑
cent explanation of his apparently men‑
acing gesture. Of course, the explanation 
does not rule out the possibility that he 
had the impulse to stab her. And it is dis‑
quieting in itself, for it suggests that the 
speck disturbs the lodger aesthetically, 
that it spoils a perfect picture, reminding 
us of his mysterious fascination with the 
paintings of golden‑haired women. The 
pivotal shot that follows underscores the 
suggestion that Daisy presents a picture 
to him. In a soft‑focus medium closeup 
from the lodger’s point of view, Hitchcock 
presents the view of Daisy that has been 
deferred. In the picture Daisy presents to 
the lodger’s gaze—to the camera—in this 
frame, Daisy could be one of the women 
in the paintings that held him spellbound.

Clearly, this shot suggests that, at this 
moment, Daisy’s beauty first fully awak‑
ens the lodger’s desire. We, however, have 
beheld Daisy’s beauty before; indeed, it 
was by such a view that we were intro‑
duced to her. The present shot echoes our first view of Daisy and 
invokes the ambiguity of its perspective (was this the Avenger’s view 
or was it only the view clearly identified as the lodger’s?). Second, 
within this frame, Daisy looks invitingly right into the camera: she 
acknowledges the lodger’s gaze and invites him to view her. Third, it 
is veiled by soft focus. At one level, the soft focus is a conventional 
indication that the lodger’s gaze is animated by desire—a desire that 
Daisy’s look both acknowledges and arouses. The soft focus also 
indicates, con ventionally, that she is melting with passion as well, 
that she wishes him to look at her with desire. At another level, the 
soft focus obscures the boundary between fantasy and reality, sug‑
gesting that what is viewed within this frame is an apparition. Daisy 
frankly meets the lodger’s gaze as if he were dreaming (although 
we do not know the whole of the dream—or nightmare—in which 
she appears). In his dream, she dreams of him, too, and meets his 
desiring gaze as if she herself were dreaming. In the picture Daisy 
presents to the lodger, then, his dream and her dream come togeth‑
er. But the status of this picture is ambiguous. We do not know the 
reality that the soft focus veils. We do not know whether Daisy really 
presents herself in this way or whether the lodger’s picture is only 
a projection of his imagination; and if Daisy’s inviting look is real, 
we do not know whether it reveals her true feelings or whether she 
is only acting, as if this were one of her fashion shows.
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The asymmetry of the camera’s relationships to these two figures 
is manifest in the next cut, which does not present the lodger as he 
appears to Daisy, but repeats the profile shot. Within this frame, the 
lodger grins, indeed all but leers. We do not know whether this grin 
is directed to Daisy or is viewed only by the camera, nor whether it 
is the grin of a murderer contemplating his next victim, a seducer, 
or an innocent man apologizing for a fright inadvertently caused.

Hitchcock now draws away from the ambiguous intimacy of this 
scene. When Daisy goes downstairs, we know from her expression 
that she is in a state of excitement. But when the lodger coolly takes 
out his newspaper and stirs his tea, we do not know his feelings 
or intentions. His coldness at this moment is the film’s first direct 
indication that he may be manipulating Daisy in accordance with 
some design.

We are put further on the alert by a title reading “One evening, a 
few days later, the lodger made himself agreeable.” The scene fades 
in on the lodger and Daisy playing chess beside a fire. He says, “Be 
careful, I’ll get you yet,” a remark that sustains our suspicions. He 
apparently means that he’ll mate her, perhaps not only in chess; but 
perhaps he also intends to murder her. An air of suppressed violence 
as well as erotic tension hovers over this scene.

Hitchcock next cuts to a very different setup, in which Daisy’s 
blond hair occupies a conspicuous place.

She accidentally knocks a chess piece 
off the table. As she bends down to pick 
it up, the lodger stares at her hair, once 
again in a kind of trance.

In a closer shot, he, too, bends down, 
still staring, and his hand reaches for a 
poker. Then there is a cut to Daisy’s hair, 
with the poker entering the frame, con‑
tinuing its motion in the preceding shot. 
We imagine a frightful continuation. (This 
series of shots has something of the effect 
of a zoom in on Daisy’s hair. It thus antici‑
pates the stunning moment in Blackmail 

when the camera moves in quickly to a 
tight closeup of the face of the man mur‑
dered the night before, that movement 
reflecting Frank’s horror and exhilaration 
at discovering that the dead man is his 
hated rival for the affections of Alice. It 
also anticipates the moment in The Birds 
when the mother discovers Mr. Fawcett’s 
corpse and a series of jump cuts ends 
in a terrifying closeup of the dead man’s 
bloody eye sockets. The sequence also 
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exemplifies Hitchcock’s practice of allow‑
ing a woman’s hair to stand in for her 
sexuality and the mystery of her identity. 
When a woman is framed as Daisy is here, 
the focus on her hair is also a mark of her 
having turned away from the camera.)

A bit maddeningly, Hitchcock cuts away 
to Joe entering the house. The mother is 
tightening the father’s tie. As her husband 
turns to Joe, she tugs his head back, creat‑
ing an image of a strangling.

This image bears ironically on the scene 
we have just left. It alludes to a murderer’s 
fate, and it illustrates the mother’s domina‑
tion of the father in Daisy’s family. When 
the next shot appears—a fire, stoked by a 
poker—we do not at first recognize that we 
have returned to the lodger’s room.

This image is displaced; it is made intel‑
ligible only by the following shot of the 
lodger and Daisy bending toward the fire‑
place, which also explains his apparently 
menacing act of reaching for the poker. 
Once again, however, Hitchcock’s presen‑
tation is disquieting. The blazing fire in the 
displaced image, projected larger than life 
on the movie screen, appears as a wild, 
frightful force. Like the wall lamp that sig‑
naled the lodger’s arrival, this fire, I take 
it, alludes to villainy, as though the stoker 
of these flames were an agent of the devil. 
Perhaps the blazing fire is also a metaphor 
for Daisy’s desire, which the lodger is cool‑
ly “stoking.” But perhaps he is not really in 
control. His impulse to reach for the poker 
coincides with his proximity to her hair, 
which appears to cast a spell over him. 
The fire stands in for that “other scene” 
in which he is once again absorbed. What 
corresponds, in that scene, to the stok‑
ing of the fire with the poker may well 
be something frightful. Then again, the 
displaced shot echoes the introduction 
of the lodger, when the hand entered the 
frame and grasped the knocker, setting 
the events of the narrative in motion. As 
at that moment, we can imagine the hand 
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in the frame as that of Hitchcock, metaphorically stoking the fires of 
his narration. After all, a melodramatic plot contrivance is about to 
be disclosed: Joe has been put on the Avenger case.

Daisy looks up. The lodger raises his eyes and she modestly lets 
hers drop. He looks down from her hair to the board. When he looks 
up again, she raises her eyes and their gazes finally meet. She then 
(shyly? properly? seductively?) lowers her eyes. He continues to stare, 
as if still entranced by her hair. Their eyes meet again, intensifying 
the erotic charge that, in movies, is conventionally released by a kiss. 
But the spell is abruptly broken by the mother, who announces Joe’s 
arrival, and the scene of passion is deferred.

Downstairs, Joe is showing off a pair of handcuffs to the father 
(“A new pair of bracelets for the Avenger”) as Daisy enters. Joe’s next 
remark concerns her, but he directs it to her father. “When I’ve put 
a rope around the Avenger’s neck [he mimes a hanging], I’ll put a 
ring around Daisy’s finger.” In completing the pantomime, he uses 
the handcuffs, which served him as a noose, as a wedding ring.

Daisy’s expression reveals that she is sickened by Joe’s remark, 
which is less a proposal than a threat. That the camera captures such 
a revelation of Daisy’s feelings marks a major development in the 
film. Full of himself, oblivious, Joe grins and slips the father a wink. 

All his arrogance comes to the surface in 
this gesture, which exploits a father’s hold 
over his daughter and reveals the cynical 
camaraderie of men united in resentment 
of women.

Affecting coyness, Daisy breaks away. 
Joe catches her on the stairs and hand‑
cuffs her as if in jest. A quick cut to the 
handcuffs expresses her panic at this 
frightening glimpse of the bondage threat‑
ened by marriage to Joe.

Upstairs, her mother and the lodger 
hear Daisy scream. Hitchcock cuts to a 
shadowy, menacing shot of the hallway, 
reminiscent of German films of the period.

Then there is a cut to a low angle shot 
of the stairs. The lodger looks down from 
this height, the camera angle intensifying 
our sense of his power.

We next view Daisy, struggling to free 
herself from Joe, from the lodger’s vantage 
at the top of the stairs. Then we return to 
the lodger, his face showing no expression 
as he surveys the scene from his perch.
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Daisy goes into the inner room. With 
her mother’s encouragement, she appears 
to forgive Joe. To his surprise, it seems, 
she extends her hand. Taking it, he forc‑
ibly pulls her to her feet. Again without 
giving her a chance to react, he presses 
her close to him and kisses her. Overcome 
with joy, he is about to kiss her again. But 
she looks at the camera, the gap apparent 
to us between his feelings and hers.

Abruptly, Daisy breaks away from Joe 
and runs out of the room, leaving him 
perplexed. From her look to the cam‑
era, we know that Daisy has made up 
her mind about Joe. For her, the kiss has 
settled all debts. For the first time, the 
mother looks at Joe with concern. Deflated 
but thoughtful, he asks, “Does this lodger 
of yours mean any harm to Daisy?” The 
question initiates the line of thought that 
will lead him to conclude that the lodger 
is really the Avenger. He gives voice to the 
mother’s suspicions and ours as well.

The scene shifts. A woman leaves a 
theater by the stage entrance and kisses a 
man waiting for her on the street. Hitch‑
cock cuts directly to Big Ben, whose face 
presides over the London night. Then to 
a row of marching policemen’s boots. We 
are back in the nightmare realm of the 
Avenger.

Hitchcock cuts to the lodger, creeping 
down the shadowy hall, then to the moth‑
er, awake, a shot that would be at home in 
The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.

The intercutting between them suggests 
that she follows his every move in her 
imagination; it links our views of him to 
what she imagines. (The most memorable 
of these views is an overhead shot of the 
banister, with the lodger’s hand circling 
the concentric ovals.)

The mother looks knowing, and we 
know exactly what she is imagining. The 
remainder of the sequence conjoins objec‑
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tive reality and the mother’s nightmarish 

fantasy: our views are real and at the same 

time projections of her imagination. This 

duality is crystallized by Hitchcock’s pre‑

sentation of what she sees when she looks 

out the window. Seen from her point of 

view, this reprises the shot of the newsboy 

hawking the Evening Standard, except that 

the newsboy has now been displaced by 

the lodger. And the whole frame is com‑

posed to suggest an eye.

The woman and her escort squabble, 

and she leaves him. The next shot is of a 

courtyard dominated by a lamp and the 

pool of light it casts.

Our view, framed by an arch, invokes 

the perspective of a theater audience. This 

is a symbolically charged setting viewed 

from across a proscenium: a dream stage. 

The woman enters, bending down in the 

pool of light to adjust her stocking. Pre‑

sumably she takes herself to be unseen 

and hers is an innocent gesture, but it 

could also be a prostitute’s come‑on. 

Suddenly the shadow of a man spreads 

over her, reminding us of the lodger’s 

introduction and the film’s nightmarish 

opening. Like the woman in the open‑

ing shot of the film, she screams in the 

face of the being who has just stepped 

forward. The camera once again assumes 

the murderer’s place.

A quick montage follows, in which 

beggars awaken, cats jump out of bar‑

rels, and birds fly off in alarm. The body 

is discovered, and the calling card the 

Avenger leaves on each victim’s body is 

found. Then we return to Daisy’s mother. 

Her expression suggests that her fantasy 

has just come to a grisly conclusion. She 

goes downstairs, providing occasion for an 

overhead shot that echoes the overhead 

shot of the lodger descending the stairs.

In the earlier shot, the lodger appeared 

as if a projection of the mother’s imagi‑

nation. In the present shot, the mother’s 

corporeality is underscored. She drags her 
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aging body down these stairs, wearied by 
the burden of her “knowledge.”

A view of Daisy and her parents fades 
in. Daisy loads a tray and goes upstairs. 
The father reads that there has been a 
killing just around the corner. Joe arrives, 
looking grave. “The way that fiend did her 
in—” As Joe tells the father the details, the 
mother looks into the camera, anguished, 
absolutely transparent to us.

Hitchcock then cuts to a view that is 
not immediately legible. In a moment, we 
identify it as Daisy’s tray falling, the con‑
tents spilling over.

Even before we understand what we 
are viewing, however, the shot’s impact is 
visceral; it is a nauseating image, sugges‑
tive of garbage and vomiting. At one level, 
I take it, this image expresses the mother’s 
nausea as she listens to Joe’s account of 
the murder and imagines Daisy in the 
Avenger’s hands. The succeeding shots as 
well can be viewed as projections of her 
fear: against a black background, Daisy 
screams, then a painting of a golden‑haired 
girl falls through the frame.

Joe runs upstairs and the parents fol‑
low. At the lodger’s door, Joe stops short. 
What he sees is briefly withheld, adding 
to our suspense. Then Hitchcock gives 
us Joe’s view: the lodger and Daisy in an 
embrace. Joe lowers his hands to his sides 
and walks forward in the classic “monster” 
walk of the German silent cinema. (F. W. 
Murnau directs his actors to walk this way 
in Nosferafu and Sunrise, for example. The 
most familiar—and perhaps most memo‑
rable—instance is Boris Karloff’s walk as 
the monster in Frankenstein.)

Joe has become an automaton, momen‑
tarily stripped of his will. When we return 
to his point of view, the camera tracks 
forward, advancing on the couple. In this 
frame, the lodger looks apprehensively 
right at the camera.

This motion doubles the film’s first 
camera movement, in which the lodger’s 
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presence was initially invoked, and also 
echoes the Avenger’s advance on his 
victim. In the “dough heart” sequence 
Hitchcock declared the camera’s ability 
to penetrate Joe’s theatricality, to expose 
his underlying capacity for violence. Now 
Hitchcock conveys that capacity for vio‑
lence by having the camera assume Joe’s 
place, as it had assumed the Avenger’s and 
the lodger’s. Hitchcock’s gesture explicitly 
links Joe with the Avenger, and once more 
links the Avenger with the camera. Again, 
the possibility is raised that the camera 
represents something monstrous.

The lodger and Joe face off, as if about 
to come to blows (from this frame, we 
might imagine that the lodger is demand‑
ing that Joe take back some remark he 
made about his sweater).

The lodger demands that the intruder 
leave. Theatrically asserting his preroga‑
tive, Joe pushes Daisy to the door. Her 
hair haloed with light, she looks back to 
the lodger—lovingly, invitingly, secretly 
declaring her freedom while not openly 
breaking with the role of Joe’s girl.

In the parlor downstairs, Joe takes Dai‑
sy’s shoulder, and she looks as if she might 
relent. The mother listens at the door. The 
encounter between her daughter and Joe 
is silent, and a look of satisfaction is on 
her face. Hitchcock then cuts to the oth‑
er side of the door, where Joe and Daisy 
embrace, although she does not allow him 
actually to kiss her. Instead, she looks up 
at the ceiling lamp.

The camera returns to the mother, who 
looks serious, as though she suspects some 
such hitch. The father enters and she tells 
him that she heard the lodger go out late 
the night before. He invests a moment’s 
thought in his wife’s remark, but then sits 
down to enjoy the paper. When she says, 
“You don’t think he—” the father chews 
gravely on his pipe, then takes it out of his 
mouth so as not to encumber his think‑
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ing. They agree that Daisy is not to be left 

alone with the lodger. The final image is 

of their shared view of the ceiling lamp, 

emblem of the lodger’s secret.

The next sequence begins by fading in 

on the lodger, who looks right at the cam‑

era, a smile on his lips.

This shot compels us to recognize that 

we do not really know who this man is 

or what he wants. For all we know, the 

mother’s suspicions are accurate and he 

is a murderer. The shot culminates the 

film’s intimations, to this point, that the lodger is the Avenger, and 

that he has a bond with the camera. With a knowing look he meets 

the camera’s gaze, as if he penetrated our act of viewing him and 

were acknowledging complicity with the author of the film. It is as 

if Hitchcock himself, wearing the mask of Ivor Novello, were meeting 

our gaze and smiling as recognition dawns on us.

An analogous shot appears in Suspicion. At the height of our sus‑

picion that the Cary Grant character is a murderer, he looks directly 

into the camera and smiles. In that shot, Hitchcock compels us to 

recognize his own power over us and confronts us with the limits of 

our knowledge of this character incarnated by Grant. I am inclined to 

distinguish Grant’s look from Ivor Novello’s, however. The character 

incarnated by Novello acknowledges the camera with perfect formal‑

ity, as though he recognized it as his equal in aristocratic rank, while 

it is not clear that Grant acknowledges the camera at all. Novello’s 

smile seems knowing; we do not know, but could learn, the secret 

he shares with Hitchcock. But we do not know whether Grant smiles 

because he is so alert that he easily penetrates our act of viewing, 

or because he is in so deep a trance that he can look right into the 

camera without recognizing it. Grant’s thoughts are impenetrable to 

us. Yet it is not clear that Grant himself—or, for that matter, Hitch‑

cock—possesses a secret knowledge of those thoughts that we lack. 

Grant’s impenetrability, unlike Novello’s, is virtually absolute. Grant 

is impenetrable to Hitchcock, to us, and to himself.

In any case, it is only the following shot that allows us to recognize 

the setting: this is Daisy’s salon, and the lodger is at a fashion show, 

sitting in the audience.

This deferred disclosure takes up the implica tions of the earlier 

schematic framing of the lodger, the black bag, and the bed. It reaf‑

firms his possession of a secret shared by Hitchcock and withheld 

from Daisy and from us. But it makes another suggestion as well. In 

the introduction of Daisy, the same setup represented an ambiguous 

perspective, invoking the viewpoint of the audience in the salon and 

also that of the Avenger. Now this ambiguous place is appropriated 
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by the lodger, who bridges Daisy’s two 
worlds. The effect is chilling.

Why is the lodger here? Perhaps he is 
the Avenger, with murder on his mind. 
Perhaps he is here to proposition Daisy: 
this is a market in which every article of 
clothing is for sale, and his look may reveal 
a belief that she, too, has a price. Perhaps 
he is intent on seducing Daisy. Perhaps he 
is courting her. A typical ironic touch plays 
on this last suggestion: a woman steps into 
view modeling a white wedding gown; a 

title reads “Daisy,” and precisely as the “bride” exits, Daisy makes 
her entrance.

Then Hitchcock repeats the shot that opened the sequence. But we 
now read the lodger’s smile as directed to Daisy, who is shown in the 
following shot. In this view, her face once again wears an inviting look, 
as it did in the soft‑focus closeup in which she presented a picture to 
the lodger. This is an important moment. The lodger’s smile declares 
that he only has eyes for Daisy, and her look acknowledges his gaze 
and appears to confirm that it is to him alone that she presents herself. 
And this look is not veiled by soft‑focus; there is no ambiguity as to 
whether it is real. Yet we still do not know the lodger’s desire (does he 
wish only to view her? to make love to her? to kill her?) or whether 
his smile is to be trusted. Nor do we know what Daisy’s look invites 
(does it invite him, as someone who sits in her audience, to look but 
not touch? to step forward to seduce or proposition or court her?) or 
whether it is meant sincerely or is only part of her act as a model. 
Our uncertainty cannot be resolved until they again meet in private.

At this point, when an intimate, pas‑
sionate scene appears imminent, the con‑
clusion of the Avenger story also draws 
near. The scene shifts to the police station, 
where Joe is meeting with his fellow detec‑
tives and their superiors. “If one makes 
a plan of the Avenger murders, Chief, 
one can see that they have been moving 
steadily in a certain direction.” Joe takes 
out a map, and all agree that the place 
to catch the Avenger is “near this small 
mark.” There is a dissolve to another map 

from the perspective of someone we cannot see.
A man—his face is obscured—is leaning into the frame. The nat‑

ural assumption is that he is the Avenger. Yet we can just as well 
imagine this figure, plotting the events to come, as Hitchcock, poring 
over the last pages of his script.
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There is a gift for Daisy. Her parents 

believe it to be a present from Joe, but 

when Daisy opens it they discover that it 
is the dress she modeled at the fashion 

show, a gift from the lodger. Daisy looks 

dreamy, but her mother is angry and 
upset, and the father, for the first and only 

time in the film, is roused to action. The 

improper gift must be returned. He goes 
up to the lodger’s room—to be sure, with 

some hesitation—and puts the box on the 

table. “I can’t have my daughter receiving 
presents from strangers.”

A title reads, “The same evening.” Dai‑

sy is in the bedroom. Steam obscures her 
from our view as she undresses for her 

bath, but we are aware of her nakedness.

From this provocative view Hitchcock 
cuts to the lodger, sitting with papers 

spread out before him. He looks up at the 

camera and then down again, as if autho‑
rizing, or at least cueing, the following 

framing, which shows us what is on the 

lodger’s desk: the map that we took to be 
the Avenger’s. This disclosure seems finally 

to confirm that the lodger is the Avenger. It 

sets the stage for a disturbing scene.
The lodger goes to the window. It is 

raining and the glare sends flickering lights 

and shadows across his face. He turns and 
advances toward the camera, a menacing 

figure. There is a cut to Daisy in her bath, 

the door to the hallway in the background 
of the frame.

We do not need to have seen Psycho 

to sense that someone could enter this 
door, to be aware of Daisy’s vulnerability. 

The next setup invokes both the lodger’s 

introduction and the Avenger’s. A hand, 
doubled by its shadow, enters the frame 

and grasps the doorknob. Then we cut to 

Daisy’s legs viewed through rippling water, 
an intimate, erotic image.

From the lodger at the door, the camera 

returns to Daisy, extravagantly beautiful 
against a black background; she is singing.
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The lodger hears her and smiles. He 
begins to leave but changes his mind and, 
with some timidity, knocks on the door. 
Daisy closes her eyes, as though in ecsta‑
sy. When the lodger announces himself, 
she gets out of the tub and wraps a towel 
around her body, and they speak through 
the door. She laughs when he tells her that 
her father thinks she shouldn’t go out with 
him. The title “But Daisy didn’t worry” 
drives home the obvious, that Daisy ought 
to be worried.

As the mother straightens up his room, 
the lodger prepares to go out. Framed in 
an expressionistic composition, he creeps 
into the hall.

The view is through the bars of the ban‑
ister, and the frame is dominated by the 
bars in the foreground. I call this pattern 
of parallel vertical lines Hitchcock’s //// 
motif. It recurs at significant junctures in 
every one of his films. At one level, the 
//// serves as a Hitchcock signature: it is 
his mark on the frame, akin to his ritual 
cameo appearances. At another level, it 
signifies the confinement of the camera’s 
subject within the frame and within the 
world of the film. Like the profile shot, it 
announces that we have arrived at a limit 
of our access to the camera’s subject; we 
might say that it stands for the barrier of 
the screen itself. It is also associated with 
sexual fear and the specific threat of loss 
of control or breakdown.

We return to the mother, who appears 
stricken. She looks down at something 
below the border of the frame. When Dai‑
sy goes toward the front door, the match 
between shots sug gests that the latter is 
from the mother’s point of view.

Daisy and her mother are not within 
sight of each other, so once again the sug‑
gestion is that the mother somehow imag‑
ines what we view. When Daisy looks up 
and we cut to the lodger looking down, the 
setup reprises our view of the lodger over‑
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seeing the struggle between Daisy and Joe; 
our view of Daisy is identified retroactively 
as also his. Hitchcock cuts again to Daisy, 
who turns to the camera. A shadow sud‑
denly enters the frame and grows until it 
eclipses her from our view. Then the shad‑
ow turns into the figure of the lodger, who 
joins Daisy at the foot of the stairs.

The effect is of the passing of a dark 
cloud or the raising of a curtain. (Both 
this “curtain raising” and this “eclipsing” 
become staples of Hitchcock’s technique.) 
When the camera returns to the mother, 
who bends over the banister as the front 
door closes, we are reminded that her 
nightmare goes on. The father joins her. 
She says, “God forgive me! I let her go out 
with the lodger. And it’s Tuesday!” While 
this melodramatic title draws a laugh, we 
appreciate the gravity of her plight. The 
scene fades out on the father, who stares 
into space.

The silhouettes of the lodger and Daisy 
fade in, framing the lamppost we recog‑
nize from the scene of the murder. They 
walk into the depths of this frame and sit 
under the lamp. There is a cut to a closer 
shot of the two figures, with the lamppost 
conspicuously placed to the left of the 
lodger.

Placing symbolically charged objects 
in the frame is a means of expression 
first systematically exploited, in film, by 
Griffith. Griffith’s trees, flowers, garden 
paths,  fences, and rivers are symbols with 
conventional connotations. Yet as they 
appear in film after film, they pick up con‑
notations that make them private symbols 
as well, intimately embedded within the 
entirety of Griffith’s work. In Hitchcock’s 
films, lamps have their conventional asso‑
ciation with enlightenment, with literal and 
metaphorical vision: it is in the light cast 
by this lamp, after all, that the truth about 
the lodger will be revealed. But lamps, too, 
become private symbols, yet another sig‑
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nature of Hitchcock’s authorship. They are 
associated with illumination, but also with 
a mysterious, private realm that the light 
of reason cannot penetrate. This is the 
realm of Hitchcock’s acts of creation and 
our acts of viewing; it is also the realm of 
sexuality. Hitchcock follows G. W. Pabst, 
whose Secrets of a Soul, a fictionalized 
psychoanalytic case study, was released in 
1925, in using sexual imagery knowingly. 
(Griffith’s films, by contrast, are filled with 
images that he clearly had no idea could 

be read in sexual terms.) The lamppost’s phallic shape appears delib‑
erately emphasized by the precise placement of the top frame line. 
In part, its presence in the frame is meant, I take it, to offer mute 
testimony to the powerful, irrational force of male sexuality that is 
unleashed in this dreamlike setting, this place where murders are 
committed, where men wage battles for possession of women, where 
vengeance is conceived, where stories are told.

Among Hitchcock’s early films, Blackmail contains the most 
strik ing instances of the use of coded sexual references and sym‑
bols. Crazed with fear and guilt, Alice wanders through the London 
night: she has just stabbed to death an artist who tried to seduce 

her and, when she resisted, tried to rape 
her. In Piccadilly Circus, a flashing neon 
sign, reading “Gordon’s gin for purity,” 
catches her eye. The sign is dominated by 
a cocktail shaker that moves rhythmically 
up and down. In a subjective shot from 
Alice’s point of view, this phallic cocktail 
shaker metamorphoses into a knife. Allow‑
ing no doubt about the link, in Alice’s tor‑
tured mind, between the murder weapon 
she wielded in defense of her “purity” and 
the sexuality of her attacker victim, the 
knife repeatedly stabs at the first half of 
the word “cocktail.”

Nor is this is not the first time the word 
cock appears on the screen. When the art‑
ist slips Alice a note, written on a page 
torn from a magazine, to arrange the fatal 
meeting, a few letters of print from the 
original page clearly spelled out the words 
“ ‘Nippy’ Cock.”

Of course, it is one thing to recognize 
the coded sexual references and sym‑
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bols in some of Hitchcock’s frames, and 

it is another to account critically for their 

motivations and significance in particular 

instances. Revulsion against the excesses 

of Freudian symbol‑hunters must not 

blind us to the reality of this practice, 

which is by no means confined to Hitch‑

cock’s work. Howard Hawks, for example, 

regularly employed double entendre and 

sexual symbolism, both of which became 

commonplace features of Hollywood films 

after the Production Code was instituted 

and enforced in the early thirties.

The moment the lodger touches Daisy’s 

hand, there is a cut to Joe, who is wander‑

ing the streets. When we return to the two 

under the lamp, the lodger seems about to 

kiss Daisy. She looks into the camera, and 

again Hitchcock cuts to Joe, who suddenly 

sees something that shocks him. Then we 

are presented with his view: Daisy and the 

lodger looking into each other’s eyes. Just 

as their lips are about to meet, Joe enters 

the frame and violently pulls the lodger’s 

hand away from Daisy. She steps between 

them, tells Joe that she never wants to see 

him again, and asks the lodger to take her 

home. Joe looks as though he might inter‑

vene forcefully, but when his rival takes 

Daisy’s arm and they depart, he stands 

frozen on the spot.

Joe sits, frustrated, and buries his head 

in his hands, his face blocked from view.

Hitchcock then cuts to what Joe sees: 

a footprint in the mud. Alert, he looks up 

at the camera and then his gaze again 

descends to the mud. The footprint now becomes a kind of screen 

on which his thoughts are projected. First, we see a hand turn‑

ing a painting toward the wall; then the lodger’s bag crosses the 

frame‑within‑a‑frame of the footprint. Joe hesitates but then excitedly 

wills the spectacle to go on. On this private screen, the lodger and 

Daisy appear locked in a passionate kiss, a scene that exists only in 

his imagination. Finally the ceiling lamp, emblematic of the lodger’s 

mystery, is shown.

Then there is a cut to a much longer shot. Joe looks up and rises, 

slowly and resolutely. We know that the idea has come to him that 

1.74

1.75

1.76



38 The Lodger

the lodger is the Avenger. It represents a solution to his investigation 

as a detective and to his personal frustration. He has found a way 

to put a rope around his rival’s neck and a ring on Daisy’s finger, as 

he had vowed.

At the house, the lodger and Daisy walk upstairs. He puts his hand 

on her shoulder and she looks upward. Walking stiffly, he follows her 

to the door of his room. At last, we gather, an erotic scene is about to 

take place between them. In the room, they are solemn, a mood that 

shows they both understand what her presence in his room autho‑

rizes. He grips her shoulder mechanically. She starts and looks up at 

him. His eyes are cast down. He turns her around to face him, raises 

her head with his hands, and only then looks up. But when he frames 

her face with his hands, he still averts his gaze.

That the lodger moves like an automaton and looks away from 

Daisy suggests that the act he is performing fills him with shame. He 

is unwilling to acknowledge the scene taking place or his own role 

within it. And we do not know what he takes this scene to be. In a 

close two shot, he takes off her hat and bends toward her. His lips 

part. She holds back, lowering her gaze. His eyes open wide and we 

see—with a frisson—that he is staring at her hair.

The lodger is again in a trance. His 

entrancement connects this scene with the 

one that earlier absorbed him, in which he 

was enthralled by a woman’s presence. 

Under the spell cast on him by Daisy, 

the present fuses, in his imagination, with 

that other scene to which we still have no 

access.

At this tense moment, Hitchcock cuts 

away to Daisy’s anxious parents, who 

believe they have left their daughter in the 

hands of a murderer. When he cuts back, it 

is not to an intimate closeup but to a more 

formal long shot. Then we are shown the 

lodger’s view of Daisy.

Once more, she presents a perfect, 

erotically charged picture to his gaze. But 

when she now directs an inviting look to 

him, we know this is no act, no piece of 

theater. Her look is an unambiguous invi‑

tation to make love to her now. For the 

first time, the lodger’s view of Daisy is fol‑

lowed by her view of him. In this frame, 
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the lodger’s face reveals longing and hun‑
ger. It moves closer to the camera until it 
is in extreme closeup, its lower half filling 
the whole screen.

This amazing shot conveys Daisy’s rap‑
ture even as it invokes the figure of the 
Avenger (what now fills the frame is the 
part of his face that the Avenger always 
covers); moreover, it is an image of the 
lodger as a seductive but frightening 
vampire.

Framed in closeup, the two kiss.
From this erotic image Hitchcock cuts 

to another very close shot. Daisy looks up 
and then closes her eyes in ecstasy. But 
the shadow formed by the lodger’s sil‑
houette sounds a disquieting note. It sug‑
gests that, even as he is kissing Daisy, he 
is thinking of that “other” scene. That his 
presence in the frame takes the form of a 
region of blackness intensifies the aura of 
impending violence and the sense that he 
is not completely present.

In a long shot, Daisy gently and ten‑
derly puts a stop to the kiss. The two rise, 
turn away from the camera, and walk arm 
in arm to a couch. Under the “eyes” of a 
turned‑away painting, they embrace. She 
interrupts the embrace, momentarily hold‑
ing him off as if he were going too far. There 
is no special mystery to this gesture: Daisy 
is not a child, but we take it that she has 
never before offered herself sexually; the 
well‑behaved daughter within her momen‑
tarily rebels, although desire wins out. Yet 
when Daisy attempts to resume her part 
in this scene of passion, the lodger push‑
es her violently away. She all but throws 
herself on him, as he stands frozen on 
the spot, a grueling image of impotence. 
Finally, his paralysis is broken. He seizes 
her, and his kiss announces his intention 
to play this scene through to the end.
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Though Daisy’s hesitation is easily 
explained, the lodger’s behavior is more 
mysterious. His resistance to her passion 
may reflect either innocence or inhuman‑
ity. Many different explanations are pos‑
sible. He could be enraged, taking her to 
be a cruel exploiter of men’s desires. He 
could be remembering his gentleman’s 
duty to respect her honor. He could be 
revolted by her sexuality and unable to go 
through with the act of making love to her. 
He could be afraid that she would cease 

to desire him if he revealed his true nature. He could be afraid that 
he is monstrous, fated to destroy what he loves, and be struggling 
with himself to spare Daisy from falling victim to his curse. The vio‑
lence with which he pushes her away could express a wish to do 
violence to her or a wish to spare her from the violence in his own 
nature; or it could be an expression of the violence of a struggle 
within himself. When he passionately kisses her, we have no way of 
knowing whether his action means that he has finally broken the grip 
of the other scene, or that he has submitted to it, allowing its spell 
to possess him completely. (It is illuminating to compare Hitchcock’s 
treatment with the passage in Griffith’s Broken Blossoms in which 
the “Yellow Man” (Richard Barthelmess) advances on Lucy (Lillian 
Gish), inflamed with desire. Griffith presents us with Lucy’s view of 
the advancing figure, whose gentle face has been transformed into a 
monstrous mask. In Griffith’s films, two male figures are barred from 
sexual fulfillment. The villain, unmasked, appears inhuman and can‑
not be loved or desired. The hero, like the villain, has a physical mark 
that precludes his being desired (Danton’s pockmarks. Abraham Lin‑
coln’s legendary ugliness, the Yellow Man’s skin color), although a 
good woman must revere him. A villain takes pleasure in imposing 
himself on women who do not desire him, but the hero renounces 
his desire, although doing so fills him, as a title in Broken Blossoms 
puts it, with “all the tears of the ages.” The Yellow Man is a Griffith 
hero; when he sees Lucy’s horror, he accepts the necessity of leaving 
his desire unfulfilled. In the world of a Hitchcock film, however, sexu‑
ality is an inalienable aspect of human nature. It is not evil, and its 
renunciation is not heroic. Indeed, it cannot be renounced. Griffith’s 
titles are his personal pronouncements, emblazoned with his initials 
and phrased in his flowery diction; they also claim the authority of 
holy writ. Yet, although Griffith’s titles cast their author as God’s own 
spokesman, his camera, like Hitchcock’s, has a monstrous aspect; in 
his own terms, the camera is an instrument of the devil. His last 
films are extraordinarily moving in their inarticulate groping toward 
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a mode of confession, but he remains anguished, guilty, violent, 
vengeful, frustrated, desperate even as he claims the voice of God 
as his own. Hitchcock avoids Griffith’s despair, and his hypocrisy, by 
withholding all personal pronouncements and by invoking no God. 
Hitchcock claims neither holiness nor unholiness for his work, and 
within his films heroes and villains are not exemplars of Good or Evil, 
as they are in nineteenth‑century theatrical melodramas. They are 
only the author’s agents, knowing or unknowing, obliging or intran‑
sigent, innocent or murderous.)

Joe has arrived with some other policemen to have a word with the 
lodger. When he enters the room, the lovers break off their embrace. 
Daisy speaks to him angrily, but he looks past her and announces 
that he has a warrant to search the room. The lodger withdraws into 
his private world; his back to the camera, he looks into the depths 
of the frame as though he were once again held spellbound by a 
painting. But he is brought back to reality when one of the detec‑
tives tries to open the cabinet in which the 
mysterious black bag is hidden. Joe makes 
a big production out of opening the bag. 
He finds in it a gun and then the appar‑
ently incriminating map. “A plan of the 
murders!” he announces. With disdain, 
the lodger replies, “Exactly.” After this 
exchange, Daisy looks heavenward, her 
faith still intact. Joe seems to sense that 
she is slipping away from him. But when 
he pulls some newspaper clippings out of 
the bag, there is a shot of him—more spe‑
cifically, his hat—which echoes our view 
when he looked down at the mud and 
the wished‑for pictures materialized in his 
imagination. He looks up at the camera 
and pulls out the photograph of a blond 
girl. This is too much for the lodger, who 
breaks down weeping. Daisy offers com‑
fort, as Joe looks on.

When Joe confronts the lodger with 
the photograph (“Your first victim, eh?”), 
he receives the reply, “My murdered sis‑
ter.” The lodger’s answer does not by 
itself enable us to construct an innocent account of his behavior 
throughout the film, but it is the first clear indication in the narra‑
tive that such an account will be forthcoming. And Daisy responds 
to these words with a look that both pronounces judgment on Joe 
and expresses unshakeable faith in the lodger. Surely Hitchcock could 
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still reveal that the lodger is the Avenger. But even if the lodger con‑
fessed to the murders, and indeed even if he confessed the intention 
of taking Daisy’s life as well, her faith in his underlying innocence, I 
believe, would remain intact; even then, he would not be a murderer 
in her eyes. Her faith does not rest on tangible evidence or reason 
but rather on her love, which gives her, she believes, true knowledge 
about him.

Daisy’s faith raises two related questions. First, in the world of 
Hitchcock’s films, is love blind? Second, can innocence be recog‑
nized? If so, by whom and under what circumstances, and how are 
we to account for the fact that the guilty routinely pass for innocent 
and the innocent for guilty in Hitchcock’s world as in our own? In 
Stage Fright, Eve believes that her love for Jonathan gives her knowl‑
edge of his innocence, and yet it turns out that he has deceived her. 
Her discovery of his guilt coincides with her realization that she was 
never really in love with him but only playing the role of a woman 
in love. In Hitchcock’s world, it is possible to believe mistakenly that 
one is in love, but love, if genuine, is not blind. If true love gives one 
knowledge, however, the question is only pushed back: how can one 
know whether one’s love is real? (When a boy becomes a man or a 
girl becomes a woman in a Hitchcock film, that passage completes an 
education in recognizing feelings. However, help may well be needed 
if this treacherous passage is to be negotiated safely. For example, 
Eve needs directing or tutoring or both by her father, who suspects 
all along that she is not really in love, and by Hitchcock, who presides 
over Stage Fright’s world with Eve’s sentimental education in mind.)

At times, Hitchcock treats the idea that innocence can simply be 
recognized as a joke. For example, in Saboteur, the heroine’s blind 
uncle—clearly a parody of the blind woodsman in The Bride of Fran-

kenstein who intuits the monster’s innocence—articulates the prin‑
ciple, with the support and encouragement of soulful violins, that the 
pure of heart can always recognize divine innocence. Yet Hitchcock 
is no skeptic on such matters, as many viewers assume. François 
Truffaut, for one, clearly wishes to think that Hitchcock recognizes 
no real distinction between guilt and innocence and believes that no 
one’s nature can ever really be known. But Truffaut has no meaning‑
ful answer to Hitchcock’s insistence that his protagonists are, typi‑
cally, wrongly accused innocents. Hitchcock does not create guilty 
doubles for his innocent protagonists in order to deny that there is 
any real difference between them (that is, in order to deny that there 
is any such thing as guilt or innocence), but to assert a paradox at 
the heart of innocence. He designs events that compel his innocents 
to acknowledge their capacity for violence, or even, in order to pro‑
tect their innocence, to perform acts of killing that, from the outside, 
look like murder. Similarly, the point of Hitchcock’s insistence on the 
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pervasiveness of theater is not to deny that there is any such thing as 
sincerity, or to assert that we can never tell the difference between 
sincerity and insincerity. It is Hitchcock’s point, instead, that we must 
not take for granted that we always recognize insincerity, whether 
in ourselves or others. Being human, we sometimes have to make 
such judgments, but when we do, we take a risk: this is Hitchcock’s 
understanding, I believe.

As viewers, our task in assessing the lodger’s guilt or innocence 
differs fundamentally from Daisy’s. Daisy must come to terms with 
no one’s testimony except Joe’s, and she knows not to take his word. 
We, however, must come to terms with the author’s am biguous and 
contradictory suggestions. Hitchcock does not allow us to take his 
testimony for granted; we must judge for ourselves how to take his 
suggestions. We come to know him only by reading his films.

In a closeup that again echoes the moment when he willed the 
images to appear in the mud, Joe registers the lodger’s words.

Daisy looks heavenward, hoping that 
Joe will still consider the possibility that 
the lodger may be innocent.

But Joe hardens. Hitchcock cuts to a 
longer shot that reflects the formality of 
the moment as Joe says, “Tell that to the 
judge”; then to a still longer, more imper‑
sonal framing. He points at the lodger and 
says, “I arrest you on a charge of murder.”

I take it that Joe knows that with this 
gesture he is condemning himself in Dai‑
sy’s eyes. He acts as though duty calls for 
him to sacrifice his own happiness, as 
though he were a victim, but I imagine 
him as secretly recognizing the spirit of 
revenge in which he acts. Joe, unlike the 
Claude Rains character in Notorious or any 
number of Griffith heroes, is not willing 
to let his rival prevail. His desire for ven‑
geance against the man who won Daisy 
from him takes precedence over his wish 
for her love, for happiness, or for justice. 
Joe wants the lodger to be the Avenger 
because he wants him to hang for stealing 
Daisy. It is not that he believes in his guilt the way she believes in his 
innocence. Her love fills her with a faith that vanquishes all doubts, 
but his vengeful act is performed in the face of doubts it refuses to 
acknowledge. And society, which has designated him as an agent of 
the law, has granted him powers apparently sufficient to satisfy his 
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desire for vengeance. Daisy cries, “He’s innocent!” Joe pulls her away, 
and handcuffs are placed on the lodger’s wrists. At the door, Joe looks 
back one last time at the woman he loves. He turns his eyes away, 
looks up at the camera, and resignedly abandons the frame.

An emotionally charged encounter follows between the lodger 
and Daisy’s parents. From a very long shot of the stairs, with him at 
the top and the parents at the bottom, there is a cut to the lodger 
looking down, then to the mother and father viewed from his point 
of view. In another long shot, he shakes his head sadly. Then the 
camera returns to the parents, who back away from him—that is, 

from the camera—as he advances. They 
respond with terror and awe to his pres‑
ence and are unable to meet his gaze. At 
this moment they appear overwhelmed by 
the enormity of the evil that has menaced 
their daughter. But perhaps the possibility 
dawns on them, or at least on the mother, 
that a terrible mistake has been made.

As Daisy and the lodger pass each 
other, she looks up at him and he says, 
“Meet me by the lamp.” The lodger’s all 
but magical powers, and their conjunc‑
tion with the mother’s unwitting agency, 
are nowhere more apparent than when he 
makes this apparently impossible appoint‑
ment. Somehow he knows he will be able 
to keep this rendezvous, and, indeed, the 
mother allows it to take place by fainting, 
perhaps at the thought of the fate Daisy 
has been spared or her own implication 
in the condemnation of an innocent man. 
In the commotion that ensues, the lodger 
escapes. Hitchcock cuts back and forth to 
the lodger disappearing into the darkness, 
Daisy waiting to break away to join him, 
and the police searching the streets.

The lodger sits under the lamppost, a 
pathetic spectacle. Daisy enters the frame 
and walks toward him. When he finds her 
beside him, he begins to tell his story, his 
face half in darkness.

“That was my sister’s portrait. We were 
dancing together at her coming‑out ball.” 
There is a dissolve from the lodger’s face 
to the photograph of his sister, then to a 
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view of dancing couples, including the 

lodger and his sister with their backs to 

the camera.
Thus begins the film’s flashback, which 

has two parts.

The camera begins to pull back from 
this scene of dancing, moving through 

the frame of a doorway and past elabo‑

rate grillwork.
This is only the third camera movement 

in the entire film, its movement out revers‑

ing the earlier movements in. The shot 
ends with the dancers framed in a harmo‑

niously composed frame‑within‑a‑frame. 

The grillwork distances our view of the 
dancers; we have passed silently from 

within the space of the dancing couples to 

a position outside that space and screened 
from it. The next shot suspends this dis‑

tanced perspective.

At the precise moment the lodger and 
his sister dance out of the frame, there is 

a cut to an extreme long shot in which 

the whole party appears perfectly framed, 
backlit, in the far background.

Then there is an “unplaced” view of 

three switches on a wall. A hand sweeps 
through this frame, flipping the switches, 

and the screen goes dark.

The camera returns to the preceding 
setup. Within the frame‑within‑a‑frame, 

the lights go out and the dancing stops. In 

a beautifully backlit closeup, the lodger’s 
sister screams.

This shot, of course, echoes a series of 

shots, the first of which is the opening of 
the film. Many hands grope at the switch‑

es and the lights go back on. Through the 

grillwork we see everyone running to one 
spot. There is a cut to a body lying on 

the floor. A man stoops down and, in an 

insert, we view the Avenger’s calling card. 
As the mother faints, the image fades out, 

bringing the first part of the flashback to 

an end.
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The lodger in the present fades in. His 
account of the murder is completed, but 
his story is unfinished. “My mother nev‑
er recovered from the shock. Before she 
died . . .” There is a dissolve to the lodger 
standing at the foot of his mother’s death‑
bed, then a cut to a schematically divided 
frame in which the lodger is almost a sil‑
houette in the left foreground.

The mother sits up and speaks. In the 
title her words are italicized to indicate 
their status as an oath: “Swear to me, my 

son, you will not rest until the Avenger 
has been brought to justice.” We return to 
the half‑white, half‑black frame, and the 
image dissolves to the face of the lodger 
in the present, its dark and light regions 
congruent to the dark and light regions of 
the frame in which we viewed his mother’s 
deathbed.

“Since then I have been tracking him 
down. Every week he moved nearer to 
your street.” There is a cut to Daisy and 
the lodger; then the camera returns to his 
divided face.

In the conventional flashback, views 
of the past “objectively” present what has 
happened within the world of the film. 
Only a conventional sign separates off 
these events and declares their pastness. 
The camera claims precisely the same 
access to the past of the world of the film 
as to its present. Often, such a flashback 
is signaled when a character begins to tell 
the story of some past event at which he 
was present. The character may be in the 
midst of telling his or her story to some‑
one else when the screen goes wavy and 
the flashback starts; may be recollecting 
events in solitude, speaking a kind of solil‑
oquy; or may be telling us the story, as in 

many films noirs. But the character telling 
the story ordinarily has no privileged sta‑
tus in the frame, no special relationship to 
the camera, no control over the views that 
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constitute the flashback. In the framing of these views, the camera 
does not acknowledge the storyteller as “I.”

But what is the status of views within The Lodger’s flashback? One 
possibility can be ruled out quickly. The flashback cannot simply rep‑
resent the lodger’s memory, for nothing he could remember corre‑
sponds, say, to the view of the dancers framed by the grillwork or 
to the camera’s passage from within the space of the dancers to a 
position outside, and screened from, that space.

Two possibilities remain. In the story the lodger tells Daisy, he plays 
a double role: he is a character and he is also the narrator. Perhaps 
within the flashback he plays a comparable double role. That is, per‑
haps Hitchcock authorizes the lodger to assume his own place behind 
the camera, lending his authority as author not to the truth of the flash‑
back’s presentation, but to its veracity as a transcription of the lodger’s 
story. The other possibility is that the flashback, like the rest of the 
film, is simply Hitchcock’s own narration. What complicates this issue 
is the fact that what the camera represents—the identity and nature 
of the camera’s “I”—has been under investigation throughout the film.

As the flashback opens, the lodger, framed with the dancers, is 
one of the camera’s subjects. But when the camera moves out to 
assume a vantage point outside that space, it invokes the presence of 
an unviewed viewer, as on several occasions throughout the film. At 
one level, the mysterious being invoked is the lodger in the present, 
telling his story to Daisy. He is barred from this scene that haunts 
him because the scene is past, and he must stand apart even from his 
own self within it. But this framing also invokes the real presence of 
an unviewed figure separate from the lodger, who views these danc‑
ers and is barred from the dance. After all, the hand that enters the 
frame, signaling the murder, cannot literally be the lodger’s (although 
its entrance into the frame precisely echoes his first introduction, 
when his hand entered the frame and seized the knocker). The natu‑
ral suggestion is that this is the Avenger.

Indeed, in the second part of the flashback, the unviewed viewer 
whose presence is invoked by the camera and the lodger as the cam‑
era’s subject are telescoped into a single ambiguous, double figure. 
The lodger has assumed a position in the frame that declares his 
status as a mysterious incarnation of the author’s agency and our 
viewing presence. Staring into the frame, possessing it with his gaze, 
he is the camera’s double as well as its subject; and this schematic 
frame, half‑light and half‑dark, fuses with our view of the lodger in 
the present, his face similarly divided.

The ambiguity of the presence represented by the camera in the 
flashback is related to a significant fact. We possess no views of the 
figure whose hand enters the frame, nor of the scene of murder 
cued by that gesture. We cannot really say we know that this is the 
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Avenger’s hand. Indeed, nothing in the flashback decisively settles 
the issue of whether the lodger is the Avenger. The views that consti‑
tute the flashback do not rule out the possibility that the lodger has a 
monstrous other self, the Avenger, of which his innocent self remains 
unconscious, that this figure is an aspect of his divided personal‑
ity, that he murdered his own sister in a kind of trance. The lodger 
could still be the Avenger, then, without the story’s being a conscious 
lie. And he could also be lying, like Jonathan in Stage Fright. But 
assuming that the lodger’s story is not literally false, I will sketch the 
rereading that the flashback mandates.

When the lodger first arrives at the door of Daisy’s home, he has 
vowed not to rest until the Avenger is “brought to justice.” Whatever 
his mother meant by justice, his plan is to track down the Avenger, 
then to confront and kill him. In effect, he is engaged in mounting 
his own piece of theater whose climax is to be the Avenger’s death. 
The lodger is author, director, star, and audience for this production, 
which I will call his project.

This project can be viewed as reflecting the lodger’s wish to ful‑
fill the vow his mother exacted. Viewed this way, it appears not so 
much his own as hers. He is locked in a struggle with the Avenger, 
but it is his mother who binds him; he is driven by her will and 
she stands witness over him; through his project, she maintains her 
hold. Only by killing the Avenger will he be able to lay his mother 
properly to rest and be released from her domination. But the  project 
can be viewed in a very different way as well. Perhaps his plan to 
kill the Avenger owes nothing to his mother, from whom he may 
even have withheld his murderous intention when he swore not to 
rest until justice was done (after all, he was already in shadow, had 
already assumed the relationship to the camera that binds him to 
the Avenger, when he spoke his vow). But why would he embark on 
such a project on his own? Although the idyllic image of the lodger 
and his sister dancing together, happy and laughing, establishes their 
love, it is striking that the flashback does not detail his reaction to her 
death. This omission invites the speculation that he believes himself 
somehow responsible for the murder, as if his sister were killed to 
punish him for his love for her or as if he had secretly wished her to 
die so he could be freed from his love for a woman he could never 
possess (she is killed at her coming‑out ball; as of this night she is 
eligible to be courted by any bachelor in society).

The lodger feels he must confront and kill the Avenger because he 
views the Avenger as his double—a reflection of what he imagines or 
fears himself to be. He strives to deny or undo or atone for his guilt. 
In advancing his project he operates coolly, like the chess player he 
is, and takes aesthetic pleasure in playing out his part. But the film 
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also insists on his private anguish. He dwells within the past, haunt‑
ing it with a ghost’s presence.

The lodger is a divided figure. He is the Avenger’s innocent, righ‑
teous enemy, but he is also the Avenger’s vengeful double. He acts 
autonomously, but also under his mother’s command. Yet the “moth‑
er” who dominates him is his projection and creation, to be kept 
alive within himself. He is her creature, but she is also his. His project 
makes him a composite figure, mother and son together; perhaps this 
above all makes him the ancestor of Norman Bates in Psycho. Then, 
too, the lodger’s anguish reflects his knowledge that, if he completes 
his project, he will be a murderer. He is in a private trap from which 
he feels powerless to escape. Divided between a past that haunts him 
and a future that holds hope only for the closing out of that past, he 
has no life in the present. It is Daisy who brings his chronic condi‑
tion to a point of crisis.

In the lodger’s private production, the Avenger must play him self. 
But when the lodger first hears Daisy’s laugh, I take it, he recognizes 
that she was born to play the role of the Avenger’s victim. We can 
account for this recognition in two ways. Looking for a woman to use 
as bait, he coolly puts himself in the Avenger’s place. From within the 
role of the Avenger, he hears Daisy’s laugh as mocking the powers of 
men. As if with the Avenger’s murderous gaze, he first views Daisy in 
her golden‑haired splendor and recognizes her by her knowing look, 
first in his room and then in her salon. But perhaps Daisy’s laugh also 
transports the lodger to the scene of his sister’s death and reminds 
him of the woman who created the role.

Daisy’s presence rededicates the lodger to his project, and he cre‑
ates a part for her in his private play. Yet her presence also threat‑
ens that project because he is attracted to her. The conventions of 
movie romance entitle us to say that the lodger falls in love with 
her at the moment he hears her laugh. His desire reawakens him to 
the  present and inspires a new undertaking, the courtship of Daisy, 
whose demands conflict with those of his project. For one thing, the 
lodger’s plan calls for her to be exposed to grave danger without her 
knowledge or acquiescence. If his plan is successful, he will have 
turned himself into a murderer. A murderer who has exploited Daisy 
for his own ends can hardly court her honorably.

Also, the lodger’s anguished impotence in Daisy’s presence reveals 
his obsession with the Avenger. He must choose between his courtship 
and the violent piece of theater by which he plans to  consummate 
his relationship with his murderous double. In a sense, the whole 
film turns on the conflict between the lodger’s secret obsession with 
the Avenger and his desire for Daisy. The story of The Lodger is the 
story of a struggle with an obsession.
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The lodger is afraid to reveal himself to Daisy. Throughout the film, 
he fears that, should she come to know him as he really is, she must 
reject him; and he fears that it may be his nature to kill rather than 
lose her. He harbors the suspicion that it may be his impotence that 
attracts her to him, and he suspects that she is drawn to him because 
he bears the Avenger’s mark. I think that these fears erupt when he 
violently pushes her away and then passionately kisses her. The flash‑
back’s revelations do not resolve the ambiguities of this moment, but 
they do crystallize them. This kiss may declare the lodger’s love and a 
renunciation of his project, or it may be a leap into madness, signify‑
ing that he has become completely possessed by the past scene that 
haunts him, that he has crossed a barrier into a world in which his 
sister and Daisy, himself and the Avenger, life and death, love and 
murder, cannot be separated.

When Joe accuses the lodger of the Avenger’s crimes and Daisy 
declares—so compellingly that even Joe pauses—her faith in his 
innocence, the lodger is inspired by her faith but feels unworthy of it. 
Filled with a sense of guilt, uncertain of his own nature, he arranges 
to meet her under the lamppost and there tells his story.

When the lodger finishes telling his story, the camera holds on 
his face, half in light and half in darkness. As much to himself as to 
Daisy he says, “But now—I shall miss him.” Framed in a beautiful 
closeup, her face overflows with tenderness.

She kisses his hands and looks up at him. How will he now react? 
It is crucial that, at this moment, we remain in suspense. The lodger’s 
secret, which is also the author’s secret, is now told, but we still do 
not know how the scene will end. Even if he is not the Avenger, 

and even if he is by nature innocent, he 
could now turn violent. The flashback has 
not made nonsense out of our fears. The 
lodger could meet Daisy’s gaze, speak his 
love, and ask for her hand; but conceiv‑
ably he also could say, “And it’s your fault,” 
and give himself over to a blind rage. If 
the lodger turned into the Avenger before 
our eyes, the film could end with a view of 
Daisy screaming, coming full circle, or the 
film could take a specifically melodramatic 
turn, the Avenger now appearing on the 

scene, the lodger playing out his role and then disappearing into 
the night, a soul condemned. Or Joe could providentially arrive to 
apprehend the Avenger and then bless the union of Daisy and the 
lodger, redeeming himself and allowing the film a comedy ending.

None of these dramatic continuations is realized. The lodger sim‑
ply looks up at Daisy and buries his head in her shoulder. Reality’s 
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intervention has been too strenuous. He has broken down, and even 
love cannot save him. They rise, Daisy draping her cloak over his 
shoulders. At this moment, there is a cut to a policeman walking 
in the London night, reminding us of the couple’s jeopardy. Daisy 
says, “You’re shivering. Keep your handcuffs hidden and we’ll get 
some brandy.”

The lodger and Daisy enter a pub. The travails of the handcuffed 
fugitive are a well‑known Hitchcock specialty. Here the specific prob‑
lem is how to drink a glass of brandy without exposing the “brace‑
lets.” (We might well marvel at Hitchcock’s boldness, this early in his 
career, in inserting a brief scene played for laughs so close to the 
film’s emotional climax.)

The couple disappears back into the night. Then Joe arrives and 
makes a phone call. Overhearing the words “He can’t go far—he’s 
handcuffed,” the barmaid puts two and two together, and the patrons 
move out to take vengeance, as a mob, on the man they think is the 
Avenger. Thus, they miss the news that catches Joe and us by sur‑
prise: the Avenger has just been caught red‑handed. Joe rushes out 
to save the lodger from the mob.

There is no other suspense sequence in all of Hitchcock’s work 
as harrowing as the Griffith‑like rescue that ensues. Presented with 
absolutely no traces of the irony that becomes a hallmark of Hitch‑
cock suspense, it builds to an agonizing 
tension. Pursued by the mob, the lodger 
comes to a spiked fence.5

As the lodger attempts to climb over 
this fence, his handcuffs catch on a spike.

There is a cut to a shot of the lodger 
hanging suspended from the fence, a 
vision of anguished impotence that also 
represents a notable occurrence of Hitch‑
cock’s //// motif.

Unable to move, hands tearing at him 
from all sides, the lodger is tormented by 
the mob within which Hitchcock person‑
ally assumes a place in his second cameo 
appearance of the film.

Daisy arrives, pushes her way to the 
front, and takes the lodger’s hand. Viewed 
in closeup from her point of view, his eyes 
are closed and blood trickles from the 
corner of his mouth. His face is free from 
anguish, but there is no sign of life in it.

Finally Joe arrives at Daisy’s side and 
tries desperately to save the lodger. It is 

1.100

1.101



52 The Lodger

only when a newsboy appears on the 
scene, hawking the news of the Avenger’s 
capture, however, that the mob releases its 
deadly grip and the battered body is laid 
to the ground, the composition clearly 
invoking the Pietà.

Joe cries, “Thank God I was in time!” 
He remains the old self‑important Joe, 
giving himself sole credit for the rescue 
and not acknowledging the role played by 
the providential appearance of the Eve-

ning Standard. Joe’s cry signals a cut to 
a low‑angle portrait of the mob, seen as 
monstrous and inhuman, with Hitchcock 
himself now on the front line.

Then, in an intimate frame—this is a 
view the mob does not possess—Daisy 
kisses the lodger before the image fades 
out.

Even Daisy’s kiss does not have the 
power to make the lodger come to life. 
He has withdrawn into a private world to 
which we have no access. He has died to 
the world we can view.

The scourging mob, at one level, is 
a projection of the lodger’s anguished 
sense of guilt. It is as if he wills the mob’s 
onslaught, takes upon himself a punish‑
ment fit for the Avenger. Yet if the mob 
seems to come in answer to his secret, 
silent call, it is not merely a phantom of his 
imagination; it is also real. But why does 
Hitchcock author a world in which reality 
and the lodger’s nightmare coincide? We 
have seen the mob before: they are the 
newspaper readers, the radio listeners, the 
ordinary Londoners of the prologue. They 
hang on every detail of the Avenger story 
out of their fearfulness, their wish for ven‑
geance, and their insatiable appetite for 
erotic violence. The mob is, at one level, 
the film’s representation of its audience. It 
is made up of viewers.

Hitchcock’s gesture here has the force 
of an indictment. In its desire for vio‑
lence, its hunger for blood, the ugly mob 
is indifferent to the possibility that its vic‑
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tim may be innocent. So, too, we may say 

that the film’s viewers have failed to have 

faith in the lodger’s innocence and tak‑

en pleasure in, even willed, his torment. 

But more needs to be said. If the mob is 

guilty, it also suffers. It is frustrated, no 

more able to satisfy itself than the lodger 

is able to escape from its clutches. The 

lodger and the mob are equally trapped 

in this moment of impotence. They wish 

for opposing resolutions of the tension, of 

course, but Hitchcock fuses their frustra‑

tions in a single set of indelible images. The mob’s desire for violence 

reveals its condition: it is not so much guilty as condemned.

If the film’s audience stands indicted, justice would seem to 

demand that Hitchcock himself be included in the indictment. If 

the viewer is like the newspaper reader, The Lodger is like the Eve-

ning Standard itself, playing on the public’s fears and unholy desires, 

selling violence for profit. Hitchcock enters the film in person as a 

member of the mob, thereby giving this sequence an aspect of con‑

fession. Hitchcock places himself with the viewers in the dock. If 

the mob represents the film’s audience, it also represents the film’s 

author. Hitchcock’s cameos were to become a ritual, but The Lodger’s 

original audience could neither look for Hitchcock’s appearance nor 

recognize it when it occurred. In this film alone—the film by which 

Hitchcock establishes his identity as an artist—his appearance is a 

private gesture, a secret.

In the face of the lodger and in his view of the mob, author and 

viewers come together. But Hitchcock also asserts his separateness 

from the lodger. The author releases the lodger to marry Daisy, 

bringing the film to a close, and the camera relinquishes its hold. 

The lodger’s privileged position cannot be the author’s, whose place 

is behind the camera. Hitchcock must abandon his dream of dwell‑

ing within the world of his creation. He, too, is not so much guilty 

as condemned. To the suggestion that the mob is Hitchcock’s repre‑

sentation of his audience, I want to add that we have done nothing 

to justify such an indictment. The Lodger does not really assume that 

its audience is a mob. The film calls for and authorizes an atten‑

tive reading that acknowledges its authorship. I want to think that 

Hitchcock does not avenge himself on viewers who acknowledge 

him. I want to think that he exempts us from his indictment. The 

Lodger is not the Evening Standard.

In this light, Hitchcock’s framing of Daisy’s sad kiss, according us 

this intimate view, appears as an acknowledgment that his film is 

addressed to viewers who cannot justly be located within this mob. 

Indeed, the mob’s scourging of the lodger feels like an assault on 

us as well. This sequence would not be so painful to view if we did 
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not imagine ourselves in the lodger’s place, suffering his torment. 
But why would Hitchcock place himself within a mob that attacks us 
with fury? The ambiguity in the mob’s attack on the lodger—does it 
assail him, certain that he is the Avenger, or does it suspect that he 
is innocent?—extends as well to this attack on us. Perhaps there is 
justice in the attack because in our viewing we are somehow guilty. 
Perhaps we are to the film’s author what the Avenger is to the lodger. 
Or does Hitchcock take us to be innocent? Then again we must ask 
ourselves how Hitchcock could regard himself as our victim, for we 
can also imagine the film’s author represented by the lodger and the 
viewer by the mob.

Hitchcock’s bond with the lodger and the Avenger has been appar‑
ent throughout the film. From the outset, the camera’s intimacy with 
these figures has been declared. The lodger and the Avenger are sur‑
rogates for the author. The harrowing image of the lodger and the 
mob is a paradigm, if an enigmatic and paradoxical one, of the rela‑
tionship between the lodger and the Avenger and the relationship 
between Hitchcock and us. The relationship of author and viewers, it 
declares, is at one level a struggle for control. We must suppose that, 
in making The Lodger, Hitchcock again and again imagined himself in 
our place. His intention is always “to get there first,” anticipating and 
confounding our expectations of each moment so that emotions we 
cannot control are awakened within us. Hitchcock works to trap the 
viewer into becoming emotional the way the lodger works to trap the 
Avenger. But, in our reading, we have turned the tables by imagining 
ourselves in Hitchcock’s place. In the creation of The Lodger, then, 
we may well wonder who is active and who is passive. Who brings 
the lodger to this moment of harrowing suspense?

The profundity of this image rests, in part, on its reversibility. We 
identify with the lodger and strain with him to keep those terrible 
hands from reaching his body; and we identify with the mob—our 
hands strain to rend his flesh. The fury and desire and terror of the 
two sides are fused in this image, which, as it were, compels us to 
push the two sides together and pull them apart. The film that inau‑
gurates Hitchcock’s oeuvre declares murder to be a metaphor for his 
relationship to the viewer. Yet we cannot take for granted that Hitch‑
cock judges his filmmaking and our viewing to be murderous. There 
remains the possibility that, despite everything, Hitchcock’s motiva‑
tions, and our own, are innocent. Perhaps Hitchcock’s authorship is 
not like the lodger’s secret project but like his courtship of Daisy. If 
we have faith in Hitchcock, we may assume that our violent struggle 
with him will be transmuted into a kind of marriage. The Lodger, in 
fact, establishes marriage as Hitchcock’s other key metaphor for the 
relationship of author and viewers. The connection between murder 
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and marriage is one of Hitchcock’s great subjects. How concern for 
this subject could drive a good man to make such films as The Lodger, 
it might further be noted, is a principal subject of this book. But, 
then, what if Hitchcock is not a good man, but a monster?

In his useful book Hitchcock’s British Films, Maurice Yacowar 
argues that The Lodger poses moral tests for its characters and view‑
ers6 (Yacowar 1977). Only Daisy recognizes that the lodger is not the 
Avenger, while Joe, Daisy’s mother, the bloodthirsty mob, and we all 
jump to the wrong conclusion, on the basis of appearances alone. 
And when the truth about the lodger is revealed, we fail to recognize 
that he is, morally, no better than the real Avenger. He is an avenger, 
one who breaks society’s laws and takes God’s justice upon himself. 
But Yacowar assumes that for Hitchcock society’s law and God’s law 
are one. Hitchcock makes no such assumption. The Lodger declares 
that there is an author who presides over its world but is silent on 
the nature of the divinity, if any, that holds sway over our world. If 
a theology is to be read into Hitchcock’s films, it had better have an 
answer to the question of what in reality, if anything, corresponds to 
the camera. And a convincing account of what a film is and what it 
is to make and to view a film. To say that we fail Hitchcock’s moral 
test by jumping to conclusions on the basis of appearances is to fail 
to acknowledge that The Lodger is, as it were, an author’s testimony; 
the lodger’s nature cannot be separated from his relationship to the 
camera, or from our relationship to Hitchcock. Yacowar’s central the‑
sis is that Hitchcock is an ironic artist whose work does not reveal 
but masks himself. If this were so, and if his films also pose moral 
tests, Hitchcock would be compelled to condemn himself, too, for 
being an avenger. Then on what grounds could he claim the standing 
to pass judgment on us?

When Joe says, “Thank God I was in time!” we realize two things. 
First, as I have said, Joe is his usual righteous self despite his 
“redemption.” He might also have thanked God that the newspaper 
story of the Avenger’s capture appeared just in time. If the Evening 

Standard is implicated in the lodger’s ordeal, it also plays an ironic 
role in bringing that ordeal to an end. Second, the “God” there is for 
Joe to thank can only be Hitchcock, who also acts within the context 
of his relationship with us. As Hitchcock arranges it, the lodger’s sal‑
vation is conditioned on the Avenger’s apprehension. This brings us 
to a fundamental Hitchcock paradigm: the innocent figure is freed for 
romantic union by the damnation of a guilty double who can never 
marry. The Wrong One—I adopt this chilling term from a number of 
Hitchcock films, most notably The Wrong Man and Psycho (“Did she 
look like a wrong one to you?”)—is condemned from childhood to 
a life of isolation. He sacrifices himself, or is sacrificed, so that his 
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innocent double can marry. If the lodger’s violent ordeal is therapeu‑
tic (through repetition of the initial trauma, he is “cured”), there is a 
figure, the Avenger, who is beyond the efficacy of such a cure. Surely, 
Hitchcock’s identification is divided between these two figures, one 
saved and one damned. Perhaps Hitchcock, too, is a Wrong One, 
and perhaps he calls upon us to acknowledge that we are Wrong 
Ones as well.

When the lodger is let down from the spiked fence, he is imaged 
as though dead. This is the first of the film’s endings: death freeing 
the lodger from his curse as Daisy, faithful to the end, witnesses his 
passing with sorrow. But this ending is disavowed by an epilogue, 
which informs us that the lodger completely recovers and becomes 
free to marry Daisy. Yet nothing can erase our haunting vision of the 
lodger’s “death.”

The immediate sequel—the first part of the film’s epilogue—pres‑
ents an equally indelible image of the lodger in a state of death‑in‑life, 
withdrawn into a private world we cannot view. The scene fades in 
on a very long shot of Daisy and a doctor standing over the lodger, 
lying motionless in bed. We might say that this is the film’s second 
ending. But it, too, is disavowed. The doctor pronounces his diagno‑
sis: “He has suffered a nervous strain.” He touches his forehead to 
clarify his meaning. “But his youth and vigor will pull him through.” 
(Those who know Psycho will recognize the mode of irony with which 
Hitchcock presents the testimony of this “authority.”) What the doctor 
prophesies will become The Lodger’s third ending.

The lodger, in bed, opens his eyes, but barely. In a longer shot, 
the doctor leaves the frame, and the lodger slowly turns his head to 
Daisy. He does his best to reach out to her. She takes his hand when 
it flops weakly on the path to hers. As they look at each other, the 
image fades out.

In the second part of the epilogue, Hitchcock prefaces a tranquil 
coda with the title “All Stories Have an End”: the storyteller steps 
forward to remind us that this is just a story. What we are about to 
view is not reality but only exemplifies the fact that stories have end‑
ings. The title is Hitchcock’s reminder that he is free to choose the 
ending he wishes. Hitchcock presides over the lodger’s miraculous 
resurrection and could as easily have withheld this miracle.7

The great hall of the lodger’s mansion fades in. Daisy’s mother 
and father are in the foreground of the frame. Daisy looks up as the 
lodger appears at the top of the stairs. He descends and walks over 
to Daisy. They embrace. He smiles with a Chaplin‑like shyness as the 
parents enter the frame. A look of horror suddenly passes over the 
father’s face. An insert reveals the cause: he trips on the unaccus‑
tomedly thick rug and almost falls. (This piece of business reinforces 
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our sense that this scene repeats, but with a difference, the lodger’s 
entrance into Daisy’s life.) The lodger and the parents shake hands: 
he has at last won their acceptance.

The father realizes that the young people should be left alone and 
pokes his wife. (The relationship between the mother and father has, 
as it were, been straightened out: the father now wears the pants 
in the family.) In front of tall windows, the lodger removes Daisy’s 
hat. As they are about to kiss, a “TONIGHT GOLDEN CURLS” sign 
flashes outside the window in the dark London night. The camera 
starts to move in, specifically reversing the 
movement that initiated the film’s flash‑
back. Daisy lowers her gaze and the lodger 
kisses her forehead. The camera contin‑
ues to move in as they kiss. Again, the 
“TONIGHT GOLDEN CURLS” sign flashes. 
Finally, the camera’s movement excludes 
the sign from the frame, and we see Dai‑
sy’s ecstatic face and the lower half of the 
lodger’s face. This last image echoes and 
reverses the framing of the kiss interrupted 
by Joe’s intervention. The shot fades out, 
and “THE END” appears over an image of 
blowing leaves.

The epilogue, which on the surface 
exorcises the specter of the Avenger and 
asserts that the lodger’s ghosts have been 
laid to rest, is dense with invocations of 
earlier moments in the film. This allusive 
quality is so marked, and the allusions so 
condensed, that it might well be argued 
that Hitchcock composes the epilogue 
to call attention to its own artifice and 
thereby undermine the authority of its dis‑
avowals. When the “TONIGHT GOLDEN 
CURLS” sign reappears, it is stripped of 
its former ominous significance: it is only 
an advertising sign. But in this setting it 
takes on a new meaning. As the camera 
moves in, both reversing its movement in 
the flashback and echoing the introduc‑
tion of the lodger and the Avenger, the 
sign flashes. It is as if Hitchcock is declar‑
ing that everything we have viewed is not 
real but a piece of theater or a dream. 
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The film begins by linking the camera with the mystery of the act 

of murder and ends by linking it with the mystery of the sexual act. 

Tonight, when our view fades out, when the lodger and Daisy are at 

last alone, with no audience and out of the camera’s view, they will 

perform such an act for the first time. Do we really know that this 

ending is a happy one?
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A
fter The Lodger, Hitchcock made six 
silent films: Downhill (1927), Easy Vir

tue (1927), The Ring (1927), The Farmer’s Wife (1928), Cham pagne 
(1928), and The Manxman (1928). François Truffaut sets up his con‑
versation with Hitchcock in such a way that these films are dismissed 
almost without comment. My book, regret fully, is guilty of the same 
offense. However, these films are worthy of de tailed, sympathetic 
study: Downhill, with its experiments in filming the imaginary and 
its study of friendship, humiliation, and guilt; Easy Virtue, with its 
extraordinary trial sequence that establishes a Hitchcock para digm 
and links the camera’s eye with the stern gaze of a judge; The Ring 
(“There were all kinds of innovations in it, and I remember that at 
the pre miere an elaborate montage got a round of applause. It was 
the first time that had ever happened to me”) (Truffaut 1983, 37); 
the beautiful and richly humorous The Farmer’s Wife; and the deep‑
ly moving The Manxman. Even the much‑maligned Champagne has 
remarkable things in it, although on the whole it falls flat.1

If we think of what is Hitchcockian only in terms of the devel‑
opment of certain genre of suspense thriller, these films might be 
briefly passed over. But these works, made at the height of the silent 
cinema’s golden age, are substantial individual accomplishments—
major additions, unjustly neglected, to the corpus of significant silent 
films. They can also be studied as a coherent body of work, complete 
unto itself. The Farmer’s Wife and The Manxman are made with the 
clear knowledge that the silent cinema, already being supplanted by 
the talkie, is living on borrowed time. Whatever else they may be, 
they are summations of Hitchcock’s understanding of the conditions 
of this doomed art. The Manxman, in particular, self‑consciously 
de clares the sizeable body of Hitchcock’s silent films to be complete.

When production began on Hitchcock’s next film, the studio 
planned to release it as a “part‑talkie.” but the triumph of talking 
pictures proved so complete that it was decided to add sound to all of 
it. Hitchcock had anticipated—and clearly wished for—this de cision. 
Blackmail (1929) is Hitchcock’s first sound film, and one of his most 
important and darkest. I have always thought of it as form ing a kind 
of trilogy with The Lodger and Murder!

Blackmail is in the line of Hitchcock films that centers on a “girl 
on the threshold of womanhood” who wishes for a way out of the 
trap of marriage to the ordinary unromantic man her parents favor. 
But it gives the story of The Lodger a cruel twist. Its world is one in 
which there is no man for Alice who is her equal, no dream lover 
who is also innocent. Frank, Joe’s descendant, wins this descen dant 
of Daisy, and his is a victory of blackmail, not love.

In place of the lodger, and joining the lodger’s role with that of 
the Avenger (although the blackmailer complicates this equation), is 
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the figure of the artist, Hitchcock’s surrogate within the world of the 
film, played by Cyril Ritchard. The artist’s seductiveness, his capacity 
for violence, his necessary death, and the power of his art to haunt 
and mock those who behold it all testify to Blackmail’s status as, at 
one level, Hitch cock’s reflection on his own art. A focus of this reflec‑
tion is the act of killing performed behind a dark curtain, Hitchcock’s 
declaration of his own theatricality and his own mystery.

Formally, Blackmail is notable for its unusually resonant system 
of echoes and anticipations, which creates a texture in which every 
detail is significant and in which sounds, words, objects, gestures, 
and visual compositions are equally in play. It also elaborates on The 
Lodger’s ambiguous conjunctions of the subjective and the ob jective. 
This can be observed in the famous passage in which Alice is asked 
to pass a bread knife and we hear the word knife as it is colored by 
her imagination, and also in the inscriptions of sexual signifiers into 
the frame. But the passage in which the barrier be tween the real 
and the imaginary is most emphatically crossed—or perhaps denied 
to be a real barrier at all—is the film’s finale, the chase through the 
British Museum (a space dominated by ////’s. In part, Hitchcock 
models this passage on the sequence in The Lodger in which the 
mother appears to imagine what we are privileged to view (the mon‑
tage that invokes—but does not actually show—a scene of murder); 
and it becomes a fundamental Hitchcock paradigm. He films this 
chase by cutting back and forth between Alice, in the throes of an 
interior struggle, and the blackmailer, hounded by the police for the 
killing that Alice actually performed. The presentation suggests that 
Alice is imagining the chase we are viewing. (In one celebrated shot, 
a giant head dwarfs the puny figure of the blackmailer, its statue’s 
face impassive and expressionless before the spectacle of this man’s 
merely human desperation. This mask stands in for Alice and links 
our view with the private fantasy that absorbs her.) When she reach‑
es her decision to confess at the instant the black mailer falls to his 
death, it is as though our vision of this man’s fate corresponds to her 
envisioning the consequences of her continued silence. It is a dark 
irony, characteristic of the bleakness of Blackmail, that the imaginary 
scene that edifies her is also real, and that the moment she arrives at 
her understanding is the moment at which it is, irrevocably, too late.

After two relatively unfulfilling assignments—in 1930 he was 
called upon to direct parts of Elstree Calling, the first British musi‑
cal, and directed Juno and the Paycock, an admirable adaptation of 
the O’Casey play that allowed him, however, little scope for follow ing 
up the ideas in The Lodger and Blackmail—Hitchcock turned to a 
project that came to occupy an important place in his work.

Murder! (1930) may be only intermittently entertaining or emo‑
tionally compelling, but it is the most philosophically ambitious—and 
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audacious—of Hitchcock’s early films. The philosophical dimen‑
sion implicit in The Lodger and Black mail becomes explicit in the 
arguments between the protagonist and the cunning and articulate 
murderer against whom he is pitted. (By contrast, the sophisticated 
lodger has no opportunity to argue his position, and Blackmail’s artist 
is killed early in the film.) We cannot follow the thinking in Murder! 
apart from a reading that comprehends the subtleties and ironies 
of Hitchcock’s presentation of those arguments. Briefly, however, the 
philosophical concerns of Murder! are those of all of Hitchcock’s films 
and include the prob lems of human identity; the relationships among 
love, desire, mur der, dreams, madness, and theater; and the nature 
of viewing. And underlying the film’s arguments are its reflections 
on its own na ture as a film. The arguments about the conditions 
of art and the film’s testing of those arguments are placed within a 
series of invo cations of theater: Murder!’s world mirrors and mimics 
theater, in corporating prosceniums, curtains, costumes, role playing, 
and theatrical gestures; and the film’s central strategy is to relate its 
pro tagonist’s new play to Murder! itself. But the invocations of theater 
are performed within the context of the film’s declaration of its own 
decisive separation from theater, its declaration of itself as a film. The 
film declares the camera’s powers and the limits of those powers, and 
reflects on the camera’s perplexing relationships to its subjects within 
the world of the film, to Hitchcock, and to us.

In Murder! the camera’s subjects at times appear to know they are 
being filmed. They seem to possess the power to confront—hence 
also to avoid—the camera’s gaze, as well as the power to perform for 
the camera, to command its attention. At times, the camera ap pears 
to penetrate its subjects’ innermost wishes and fears, allow ing them 
no privacy or secrets. What we view sometimes seems projected 
within the imaginations of the camera’s subjects. And sometimes 
these subjects seem to have access to the views that make up the film 
itself, as if they shared Hitchcock’s position as au thor or our posi‑
tion as viewers. Beings who dwell within the world of a film cannot 
literally view that film, of course; their relationship with the camera 
grants them powers and subjects them to forces that are, within the 
world of the film, magical. And that relation ship also allows us to 
view them not as “characters” but as signifiers of Hitchcock’s author‑
ship and our own acts of viewing.

The film opens with a “hallucinatory” presentation of a scene of 
murder, akin to the opening of The Lodger. Edna Druce, an actress, is 
found murdered, a poker on the floor beside the body and an empty 
brandy glass on the table beside her. All the evidence sug gests that 
the murderer is Diana Baring, a rival actress in Edna’s company. The 
murder takes place in Diana’s apartment; they had been arguing and 
were known to dislike each other; and Diana is found, in a trancelike 
state, at the scene of the crime.
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A trial sequence follows. (No one’s trial sequences rival Hitch cock’s 
in drama, attention to the logic of the proceedings, and pre cise delin‑
eation of the discrete points of view of accused, judge, jury, witness‑
es, opposed attorneys, and general audience. Con sider, for example, 
the elaborate trial sequences in The Paradine Case and in the silent 
Easy Virtue.) Diana does not confess to the crime, but neither does 
she deny that she is guilty. She offers no defense other than that, after 
a certain point in an altercation with Edna, she remembers nothing.

The scene shifts to the jury room. The jurors who vote “not guilty” 
on the first ballot are persuaded, one by one, to change their votes. 
Throughout the lengthy deliberation, there is one juror, glimpsed 
during the trial, who is absent from the frame and not re ferred to. 
Today we may well notice this juror because he is played by Herbert 
Marshall, a familiar face to us. To Murder!’s original au dience, how‑
ever, he would only have been one of twelve anonymous figures; this 
was his first film, and all but the most attentive viewer would have 
been caught by surprise when, just as a 
con sensus appears to have been achieved, 
the foreman says, “There’s just Sir John,” 
and Hitchcock cuts to the first shot in the 
sequence in which the film’s protagonist 
appears. All faces turn, and he is isolated 
in a frontal framing.

Sir John has a bond with the camera. 
Retroactively, our views of the other jurors 
are linked with his gaze: they suff er his 
scrutiny as they suffer the cam era’s. But 
Sir John also appears as if he were Hitch‑
cock’s agent and surrogate. When he 
begins to speak within this frame, it is as if 
the film’s author were directly addressing 
the jurors, who in deed have momentarily 
become our rep resentatives. The offscreen 
words of the foreman that cue his speech 
(“We mustn’t be long. Time’s money, you 
know”) and the words of the address itself 
sustain this sugges tion, whose irony will 
not fully emerge until the end of the film.

Sir John is a celebrated playwright and 
actor. He points out that he is not a man 
of business but a man of the theater who has trained himself “to 
apply the techniques of life to the problems of my art. But today, 
ladies and gentlemen, that process is reversed. I find myself applying 
the techniques of my art to a problem of real life. And my art is not 
satisfied.” In the dock, Diana testified that she had no recollection 
of the murder. Is it possible that she com mitted the crime without 
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remembering it? Does she possess a mon strous other self that her 
innocent self does not recognize? Sir John’s statement amounts to 
this, that his views of Diana in the dock have given him knowledge of 
her innocence and sincerity. He asserts that his artist’s gaze enables 
him to penetrate theatricality, to recognize acting when he sees it. 
But can one know another’s nature with certainty merely by viewing?

In Murder!’s reflections on the powers of the camera, in which 
deep questions about our knowledge of others and the conditions 
of self‑knowledge are addressed, the witness dock is one stand‑in 
for the film frame. (This metaphor is basic to all of Hitchcock’s trial 
sequences. It is implicit in Easy Virtue, for example. In The Paradine 

Case, the analogy between the witness box and the film frame is 
explicitly declared.) The dock is dialectically opposed to the stage: 
on stage, Diana presents herself to be possessed in a desiring gaze; 
in the dock, she is sub jected to stern eyes that judge her. But Sir John 
cannot make the other jurors see Diana as he does. He submits to 
them, acquiescing in their verdict. Diana is sentenced to hang.

At home in his bathroom, doubled in the frame‑within‑a‑frame of a 
mirror. Sir John shaves and muses in stream‑of‑consciousness voiceover. 
His speech—in effect, a dramatic monologue—is ac companied by 
the passionate strains of the prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, 

which comes in over the radio. He berates 
himself for failing to convince the jurors of 
Diana’s innocence. Why couldn’t the others 
have viewed her with his eyes? Meditating 
on this question—our spe cific impression 
is that he is at this mo ment savoring his 
views of Diana in the dock—he stares into 
the mirror, lost in thought.

To the other jurors, he had insisted 
that the impression Diana made on him 
had nothing to do with her “qualities” 
as they appealed to one of the jurors, a 
lewd, pig‑like man. But now, alone before 
the reflection of him self in his shaving 
mirror, he secretly admits to finding her 
attractive. When he thinks, “I wonder what 
her feelings are now,” we take it that he 
is possessed by a wish to view her at this 
moment. He looks down and reaches for 
the glass of red wine in front of him. His 
gesture is signaled by the camera’s move‑
ment to the left, so that when he sips the 
wine, he is framed in profile, no longer 
face to face with his reflected image.
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Sir John’s gesture suggests that he is completely absorbed in a view 
he imagines or recollects, like the lodger spellbound before the paint‑
ings of golden‑haired women. Sipping wine, perhaps he imagines 
himself possessing the object of his desire. On the other hand, his 
gesture, enacted in front of a mir ror, seems so theatrical—the cam‑
era’s reframing perfectly highlights his pose—that we might take him 
to be absorbed not by his desire, but by the role of a man possessed 
by desire. As the camera pans back, Sir John puts the glass down. 
He looks at himself in tently. His offscreen voice urgently speaks the 
words, “Who drank the brandy?” The staccato delivery of this line 
echoes the theme from Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, which accom‑
panied the title credits. That rhythm has already been taken up by 
the sound of knocking in the murder scene that follows the opening 
titles. And the knocking will again be invoked on several occasions in 
the course of the film. For example, a knock on the bathroom door 
will soon bring Sir John’s meditation to an end. (Staccato knocking 
is a motif that recurs in all of Hitchcock’s sound films. It takes on 
the status of a motif or signifier—linked to the //// motif—whose 
ap pearance signals the onset of a siege of nightmare anxiety. In Sabo

teur, for example, a fire extinguisher knocking against the side of a 
truck triggers the protagonist’s recollection of the traumatic scene he 
wit nessed. The sound of shutters knocking in a storm brings terror in 
The Paradine Case. At the climax of Rope, this motif takes the form of 
the James Stewart character’s firing three pistol shots in rapid succes‑
sion to draw the attention of neighbors and passersby. And Marnie’s 
nightmares always begin with this sound. Other sounds that recur 
in Hitchcock’s films as motifs or signatures include the ringing of a 
telephone, the sound of a train hurtling down the tracks, the sound 
of breaking glass, and the sound of ice clinking against the side of a 
glass. The last attains a singu lar, almost Proustian power of evocation 
in Hitchcock’s work.)

Whoever drank the brandy also killed Edna. In this dark moment, 
framed by the camera’s matched pans, the drinker of the wine con‑
jures in his imagination the drinker of the brandy, his double. Yet 
this figure will turn out to be a real inhabitant of the world of the 
film. The camera bears witness to Sir John’s imagining of the mur‑
derer, and appears to call forth this apparition. The camera reflects 
the power of the author when it frames Sir John’s gesture. But does 
Sir John knowingly make a compact with Hitchcock, sealing this cov‑
enant with the wine, or is he Hitchcock’s fool, blind to the agency 
that presides over this world?

At this critical moment, Sir John’s valet knocks on the door, break‑
ing the spell. Bennett, the secretary, has arrived, and is wait ing in the 
sitting room. In the ensuing dialogue, we learn that Diana had once 
come to Sir John seeking a place in his roster of actresses, but he had 
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sent her away “to gain experience.” (This revelation is startling. We 
assumed that Sir John’s interior monologue was giv ing us access to 
his private thoughts, but now it appears to have made no reference to 
what is really on his mind.) When Bennett points out the irony that 
Diana has now become a kind of star after all, Sir John announces 
that he himself plans to track down the drinker of the brandy. This 
is what I shall call Sir John’s project. We discover a characteristic 
Hitchcock network of ambiguity—compa rable to what envelops the 
lodger’s project—when we ask our selves what Sir John’s project really 
is and why he undertakes it.

Sir John failed to convince the other jurors of his view of Diana. 
But also, had he not once sent her away, she would never have had to 
join Edna’s company and would now be free. His is a double fail ure: 
he failed to empower the other jurors to see her with his eyes, and 
in the past he himself failed to recognize what he now sees in her. 
He wishes to save Diana and redeem himself as a man (if Diana is 
not saved, her blood will be on his hands) and as an artist (his art‑
ist’s powers have failed him; he must use theater to save Diana). But 
if Sir John embarks on his project out of a feeling of responsibil ity, 
he is also motivated by desire for Diana. At one level, his project is 
a courtship. To win Diana, she must be freed and he must redeem 
himself in order to be fit to declare his love. Also, he must satisfy his 
doubts about her. An S.O.S. report on the radio triggers his medita‑
tion in front of the shaving mirror. This suggests that he viewed Diana 
in the dock as secretly entering a passionate plea for help. Was it 
to his gaze alone that she really presented herself to be viewed? Sir 
John’s project is also an investigation into Diana’s nature. She may 
be the murderer’s double, and equally murderous. The drinker of the 
brandy may be her lover. Sir John’s investigation is motivated, in part, 
by the question “Does Diana love me?”

Sir John’s project is closely related to Joe’s investigation in The 

Lodger, and his relationship to the drinker of the brandy mirrors the 
lodger’s relationship to the Avenger. His project, we shall see, is also 
a passionate struggle with his dark double, the drinker of the brandy. 
He takes satisfaction at the thought of tracking this figure, is obsessed 
with the wish to expose and confront him. But then again, viewing 
Diana Baring with the eyes of a master of theater, Sir John desires 
her for his company. He wants her to star with him in his next pro‑
duction as his lover and bride: then others might see her with his 
eyes. We have come to a crux of the film. Sir John is swept up in 
a chain of events that would make a perfect play, which might be 
called “The Inner History of the Baring Case.” Sir John plays a role 
in these events, but he also undertakes to assume, as it were, their 
authorship. The outcome of his project will deter mine, for example, 
how the events will end. This in turn will deter mine what kind of 
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play they would be if staged (among the possibilities alluded to in 
the film are “highbrow shocker,” “blood and thunder” melodrama, 
Shakespearean tragedy). He has a closing curtain already in mind: 
Diana and himself locked in a lovers’ em brace. However, he does 
not have a clear idea of the scenes leading up to the ending, and 
the critical scene of the murder needs to be filled in. Then, too, he 
does not yet know the identity of his villain.

Within the world of Murder!, “The Inner History of the Baring 
Case” is not a merely imaginary play. As the film unfolds, it gradu‑
ally becomes clear that Sir John may well actually be immersed in 
writing a play that follows the events of the murder point by point. 
When the film ends with a view of the curtain falling on a perform‑
ance of his new play, we take it to be “The Inner History of the Bar‑
ing Case.” This revelation, like The Lodger’s flashback, transforms our 
un derstanding of everything that has come before. In retrospect, we 
understand that Sir John’s project has all along been the authorship 
of this singular piece of the ater.

When Bennett finally leaves, Sir John again turns his profile to the 
camera and speaks: “Diana Baring—why did I send her away? I told 
her it would be good for her to gain experience in the provinces. 
Good for her! And now she’s come back.”

We may accept these words as an authentic ex pression of love 
for Diana. But our impression of Sir John’s theatri cality is never 
stronger than in this speech, which he delivers as though it were 
a soliloquy. Even alone in his sitting room, he acts, performing for 
an imaginary audience. That he plays himself sus tains the sugges‑
tion that the events in which he is swept up are the stuff of theater. 
Diana is a character to him; her suffering is not fully real. Insofar 
as we take him to be in the dark about his own theatri cality, we 
might view him as speaking these words to convince himself that he 
really is in love. But we can also view him as con sciously perform‑
ing, impressing himself with his mastery as an actor, not with the 
sincerity of his character. Perhaps he is rehears ing lines he intends to 
put into “The Inner History of the Baring 
Case” and one day to speak on stage. It 
is clear from such considerations that his 
“self” cannot simply be identified with the 
role he is writing for himself in his new 
play. Sir John the character in “The Inner 
History of the Baring Case” must be dis‑
tinguished from Sir John the actor/author 
within Murder!, if his relationship to the 
cam era is to be comprehended. In deliver‑
ing this speech, for example, the character 
is anguished but the actor/author is coolly 2.5
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preparing his script. Viewed in this light, Sir John in Murder! (but 
not in “The Inner History of the Baring Case”) is revealed as one 
of Hitchcock’s gamesmen or aesthetes who try to author themselves 
and their world. (Perhaps the greatest of all screen incarnations of 
unfathomable theat ricality are John Barrymore in Howard Hawks’s 
Twentieth Century and Jules Berry in Jean Renoir’s The Crime of M. 

Lange. The Professor in The 39 Steps, Uncle Charles in Shadow of a 

Doubt, and Norman Bates in Psycho are all instances of this type.)
Our sense of Sir John’s theatricality is partly engendered by the 

way the camera frames him at this moment. Reciting his soliloquy, 
he is framed in profile, to maximum dramatic effect, with the column 
and crossbeam behind him evoking a proscenium arch. In this fram‑
ing, we can view the camera as performing in concert with Sir John, 
or as undermining his speech and exposing it as theatrical. Then 
again, we cannot even say whether he is subjected to this framing or 
whether he commands it. The camera’s assumption of the position of 
Sir John’s imaginary audience is ambiguous, as was its framing of his 
gesture of drinking the wine. The camera precisely poses Sir John’s 
theatricality as a problem and links it to the enigma of its own bond 
with him; his sitting room is a stage and we are Sir John’s audience. 
(In Stage Fright, Hitchcock creates a comparable effect when he has 
Charlotte [Marlene Dietrich] turn her profile to the camera as she 
speaks her lament for her husband. The camera assumes the point 
of view of the innocent Eve [Jane Wyman], who is secretly watch ing. 
Charlotte’s performance horrifies Eve, who takes it to be a cynical 
act covering cold, inhuman indifference. But at the same time, as 
an aspiring actress, Eve is dumbstruck by the power of Charlotte’s 
theatricality.)

Murder! is a whodunit. Much of its running time is taken up 
with Sir John’s investigation. First he enlists the services of the stage 
manager of Diana’s theater. Markham, and his wife Doucie, an aspir‑
ing actress. Markham takes him on a tour of the murder scene, the 
dressing rooms, and so on. Markham is Sir John’s Watson, amus‑
ingly incompetent at the process detective lit erature insists on calling 
“deduction.” As usual with foils, how ever, his presence turns out to 
be indispensable: it is he who dis covers the cigarette case, the key 
to the mystery. He remains in the dark about Sir John’s deductions, 
however, and we are more or less in Markham’s boat, not privy to 
Sir John’s thinking until Hitchcock is ready to enlighten us. As is also 
customary, clues are planted for us. But in Murder! the clues relate 
less to the identity of the mur derer than to his nature—specifically, 
his sexuality.

Hitchcock has summed up his attitude toward the whodunit for‑
mat in a remark to Truffaut. “I don’t really approve of whodunits 
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because they’re rather like a jigsaw or a crossword puzzle. No emo‑
tion. You simply wait to find out who committed the murder” (Truf‑
faut 1984, 51). Because I share Hitchcock’s distaste, I shall not dwell 
on Sir John’s “deductions,” although the passages in this section of 
the film detailing Sir John’s interactions with the decidedly work‑
ing‑class Markhams are not only the most entertaining parts of the 
film, they constitute an extended, pointed commentary on the British 
class system. Like Shakespeare’s “low life” characters, the Markhams 
provide (much needed) comic relief. Like their Shakespearean coun‑
terparts, they speak in the equivalent of prose, while Sir John speaks 
the King’s English. His language is hardly Shakespearean poetry, but 
he speaks as if it were. In these passages, our identification—and 
no doubt Hitchcock’s as well—is at times uncomfortably divided. We 
are totally sympathetic with the Markhams in their comically hope‑
less efforts to speak and act “above their station,” especially because 
Hitchcock has taken pains to show us so convincingly how much 
they need whatever money Sir John will pay them to help them to 
support themselves, their children, and their kittens. But if we see 
Sir John through their eyes, we also see them through his. Thus, we 
appreciate his gameness in putting up with the indignities he suffers 
when he spends a night in their apartment. Yet we cannot help being 
aware of his condescending attitude toward them, and we cannot 
help but be put off by his attitude—even though we cannot help 
but share it.

Given my central concerns in this chapter, two moments in the 
course of Sir John’s investigation require comment. The first is Sir 
John’s discovery of a photo graph of himself in Diana’s apartment, 
which deepens his sense of responsibility and increases his desire. 
But does her possession of this photograph mean only that he is 
her idol as a man of the the ater or also that she is secretly in love 
with him? The second is the discovery of the murderer’s cigarette 
case, after which the investi gation can go no further without Diana’s 
collaboration. Sir John visits the prison to 
confront her with this evidence, hoping 
that it will break her silence.

The scene fades in on the prison 
entrance. The conspicuously frontal setup 
invokes an audience’s view of a stage set, 
introducing a note of unreality. At the 
same time, this view, which belongs to no 
one in the world of the film, declares the 
cam era’s autonomy. There is a dissolve to 
an official paper that authorizes Sir John’s 
visit, and also serves notice to us that in 
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what is to follow he is to be our eyes and ears, the way in Notorious 
Alicia becomes our eyes and ears when she enters Sebastian’s home 
for the first time. As the sequence pro ceeds, though, the camera’s 
relationship to its surrogate is revealed to be para doxical. Then there 
is a dissolve to the conference room in which the meeting is to take 
place.

In the course of the sequence, Hitchcock re peatedly cuts back to 
this shot, which serves as a conventional “master shot” that rees‑
tablishes the space each time it appears. Its full function, however, 
is far from conventional. In its frontality, its composition matches 

that of the shot of the prison entrance. 
This shot, too, invokes the per spective of 
a theater audience, suggesting that what 
we are viewing is staged, not real. A door 
is in the background, in the exact cen‑
ter of the screen, and within its frame is 
a window. The symmetry of this setup 
accords the window special prominence. 
In my reading of this pas sage, the empty 
frame‑within‑a‑frame serves, at one level, 
as a reflection of the film frame, the “win‑
dow” through which we view this world. It 
refers to our exclusive view and hence to 
the camera that frames it. Just as the view 
framed by the camera declares its sepa‑
ration from reality by invoking theater, so 
too it declares its separation from theater 
by acknowledging the film frame and the 
camera. The frame‑within‑a‑frame of the 
window echoes the frame‑within‑a‑frame 
of the clockface in the opening shot of the 
film. This allusion to the film’s beginning is 
sufficiently important to justify describing 
that crucial passage in de tail.

Over the sound of chimes, Hitchcock 
dissolves to an extreme long shot of a 
street in darkness, with the tiny lighted 
disk of the clockface in the cen ter of the 
frame.

This clockface, like Big Ben in The Lodg

er’s murder se quence, is a stand‑in for 
the eye of the camera. It seems to preside 
over the film’s world, as if the views that 
follow, accompanied by frenzied knock‑
ing, pre sent us with what this eye sees or 
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con jures. These views invoke a scene of 
murder without showing it. First we see a 
window shrouded in darkness. As a bird 
flies off, we hear a scream and then the 
sound of loud knocking. There is a dissolve 
to a street, with the frame schematically 
divided between light and dark areas. A 
black cat scurries across the frame.

Suddenly, the screen is completely 
engulfed in blackness. Momentarily, the 
darkness is pierced by a patch of light 
that enters the frame. As it moves screen 
left toward the middle of the otherwise black screen, we realize that 
the camera is panning across the wall of a building, but the effect 
is extraordinary: it is as if a movie screen has been conjured out of 
the darkness. (This effect in Murder! anticipates North by Northwest’s 
opening, which likewise images the projection of a world onto an 
empty screen. Lines cut across the frame, creating a crisscross pattern 
that is transformed before our eyes into a screen on which a view 
of midtown Manhattan at rush hour is projected, and at the same 
time this screen be comes the wall of a glass skyscraper. The view of 
the world comes into sharp relief precisely as the screen completes 
its metamorphosis into a mirror with the 
world reflected in it. From this wall and 
mirror reflection, there is a dissolve to 
the world of the film itself. This world, 
conjured in the likeness of its reflection, 
comes to life, and the events of the film 
begin.)

As the camera continues panning, a 
series of windows pass through the frame. 
In the fifth window two people appear. 
They are the Markhams, who will figure 
prominently in the events about to unfold. 
Hitchcock cuts to the interior of their flat. 
They are talking as they dress to go out 
to see what is causing all the racket. It is 
by fol lowing Doucie Markham with the 
camera that Hitchcock effects a transition 
to the narrative proper. (The couple’s dia‑
logue illustrates some of Hitchcock’s strat‑
egies for handling speech. For example, 
Markham’s “Why can’t they make quiet 
scenes?” is a nest of jokes and ironies. It 
reminds us that there is a scene the pre‑
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siding eye has not brought into view, hence raises the issue of that 
eye’s powers and motives. Also, this man assumes that what is taking 
place is only an ordinary marital row. Hitchcock is jokingly compar‑
ing a married couple’s bedroom with a battlefield and with a theater. 
Perhaps this line is also one of Murder!’s quips about “talkies.” In the 
days of silent film, after all, “they” only made quiet scenes.)

Within the prison visit sequence, the identification of the cam‑
era and film frame with the window in the room in which Sir John 
meets with Diana comes into play at a num ber of crucial points. 
Hitchcock returns to this framing several times. Twice he isolates the 
window in a close shot. The first time it represents Diana’s view; the 
second time it is not cued by anyone’s gaze but is our view alone. 
Hitchcock frames this second shot, I be lieve, in part to declare his 
implication, and our own, in Diana’s condition: her imprisonment 
is mirrored in her confinement by the camera’s framings within the 
world of the film, a world presided over by an agency that bears an 
inhuman aspect. Finally, the se quence ends with the tableau of Sir 
John, back to the camera, star ing at Diana’s shadow framed within 
the emblematic frame‑within‑a‑frame.

The significance of the window is complemented by that ac corded 
a second frame‑within‑a‑frame in the sequence, a barred window 
through which light streams in.

Both windows allude to the film frame 
and the camera, but the first is as sociated 
with Diana’s imagination and the second 
with Sir John’s gaze. It is when Sir John 
enters the room and looks offscreen to the 
right that this second window first appears 
in the frame.

This shot begins as if it were from his 
point of view. But rather than cut back to 
his reaction, as we might expect, the cam‑
era pans to Sir John, indicating that this 
shot is not a point‑of‑view shot. The next 

shot represents the re verse of this presentation. Sir John looks screen 
left, and the camera pans to an empty chair. We take this to be an 
objective shot, but then there is a pan to the right until an empty 
chair at the other end of the table is framed. A cut to Sir John implies 
that the preceding shot was from his point of view after all.

In this pair of shots, Sir John’s relationship to the camera is pos‑
ited in contradictory terms, and this contradiction is linked to the 
frame‑within‑a‑frame of the barred window, which represents the 
author’s agency, the viewer’s presence, and also Sir John’s gaze and 
powers of imagining. In his mind, the scene about to take place 
stands in for all those wished‑for future scenes in which he and 
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Diana will sit across a much less austere table as husband and wife. 
(In The Farmer’s Wife, Suspicion, The Paradine Case, and North by 

Northwest, a pair of chairs likewise stands in for a marriage.)
In addition, the table and chairs look like props: the stage is set, 

as it were, for the scene in “The Inner History of the Baring Case” 
whose counterpart in Murder! is the prison visit sequence it self. And 
that scene in turn resonates with a real scene that has al ready taken 
place out of his—and our—view, one whose counter part in the play 
remains to be written: the scene of Edna’s murder, in which Diana 
and Edna sat facing each other across a table. Most significant of all, 
the panning repeats the camera’s movement that was the keystone 
of Hitchcock’s presentation of Diana’s initial en trance into the film. 
Thus, the present moment has an aspect of rep etition for us that it 
cannot have for Sir John. To explain the signifi cance of the repetition, 
it is necessary to pause again to turn to an earlier passage.

The passage echoed by this camera movement follows the cut to 
the Markhams that initiates the narrative. The camera tracks Doucie 
all the way from her front door to what turns out to be Diana’s house, 
where a crowd has gathered. She pushes her way through the crowd 
and enters. The next shot nei ther follows her movement nor registers 
her point of view, but rather frames a formal tableau.

The people we see stand frozen, staring 
at something below the frame line to the 
right. Diana sits in the middle of the room, 
in right profile. The tableau once more 
invokes theater. But it declares the film 
frame by placing the object of everyone’s 
gaze just beyond the screen’s borders. We 
may anticipate that the next shot will show 
us what every one is looking at. Instead, 
Hitchcock cuts to a detail of the tableau, a 
policeman staring down at something off‑
screen. Instead of following his gaze, the 
camera tilts down until it frames a lantern 
on his belt, then pulls back and pans left 
in the direction the lantern points until 
it frames Diana in closeup, again in right 
profile. (Before the sequence ends, she will 
also be framed full face and in left profile. 
We view her from almost all four points of 
the compass, yet she remains a mystery to 
us—and to herself.)

She appears to be in a trance. Not follow‑
ing her all‑but‑sightless gaze, the camera 
tilts down once more. Her hand, point‑
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ing limply to the right, passes through the 
frame, followed by her other hand, which 
hangs down life lessly, and then by a poker 
lying on the bloodstained rug. The camera 
now changes direction, panning along the 
length of the poker until it frames the head 
and shoulders of the murdered Edna.

If we compare this elaborate panning 
movement with the zigzag pan back and 
forth across the table in the prison visit 
sequence, we make a remarkable discov‑
ery. The pivotal role played by the lantern 
in the early passage is, as it were, dis placed 
and split in the later one. The frame‑with‑
in‑a‑frame of the barred win dow (rays of 
light streaming through it in precisely the 
direction the lantern points) and Sir John’s 
gaze (his look points the camera on its 
trajectory) both link up with the lantern, 
which I view as a stand‑in for Hitchcock’s 
camera. Again, Sir John’s relationship to 
the camera is presented as a problem. 
Does his gaze command the camera, or 
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is he the camera’s subject, oblivious of 
its power over him? To bring this issue 
into focus, I want to draw out the third 
of the allusions of this sequence to ear‑
lier passages. The frame‑within‑a‑frame 
of the barred window invokes an earlier 
view that framed Diana against a wall 
crisscrossed by shadows cast by such a 
window.

The passage in question is prefaced 
by a view of the clockface from the film’s 
opening shot. Then there is a fade‑in on 
the entrance to Diana’s theater, then a 
cut to a long shot of the ticket counter, 
which is obviously doing great business. 
In a camera movement reminiscent of the 
lodger’s entrance, the camera tracks in on 
the cashier’s cage until the frame is com‑
pletely filled with a posted notice: “Owing 
to indisposi tion, the parts played by Miss 
Diana Bar ing and Miss Edna Druce will 
be filled by understudies.” (I read this as 
Hitch cock’s jokingly direct apology to us 
for Norah Baring’s rather abysmal per‑
formance in the role of Diana.) Then we 
are pre sented with a shot of the theater 
curtain beginning to rise. The image fades 
so quickly to black, and a new shot so 
quickly fades in, that the theater curtain 
morphs, as it were, into what appears to 
be a white curtain, its rising seeming to be 
a continuation of the curtain’s movement. 
What we view when this “curtain” opens 
is not the set of a stage play, but Diana in 

2.22 2.23

2.24

2.25

2.26



76 Murder!

her prison cell. She is looking down toward the right foreground, as 
if absorbed in some event offscreen.

At this moment, the camera begins pulling back, and Diana looks 
up at the camera, confronting what disturbs her absorption with 
anger in her eyes. There is a hand in the frame.

The camera has pulled back to frame a window, retroactively 
revealing that our view had been through its frame, and that the cur‑
tain, which had opened onto Diana in her prison cell, is the cover of 
the peephole on her cell door. The hand in the frame has evidently 
just uncovered the peephole and is looking through it, as we are.

Within the world of the film, this unviewed viewer with whom our 
own view is linked is, presumably, a prison guard who lifts the “cur‑
tain” to view Diana. Like the track‑in toward the door at the lodger’s 
first entrance, this movement is a declaration of the camera. And it 
goes beyond the camera’s gesture in The Lodger by specifically allud‑
ing to the view through a camera’s viewfinder. Although it is the hand 
and view of Diana’s guard, this view also stands in for the camera’s 
view and this hand for the author’s hand. (Does Sir John’s bond with 
the cam era also make this his hand? Is this also his view?) The pas‑
sage raises the issue, addressed by the prison visit sequence, of what 
it is to be the camera’s subject. It suggests that to be framed by the 
camera is to be imprisoned, confined.

Diana knows that she is being viewed. Her look at the camera 
ex presses a wish to do violence to those who, unbidden, violate her 
privacy. As if in response to this look, Hitchcock makes a remarkable 

move. Our framed view of Diana dissolves, 
with exquisite slowness, to the same view 
enlarged to fill the screen.

Throughout this passage into her pri‑
vate space, Diana continues to stare at 
the camera. Offscreen a voice calls, “Third 
Act beginners, please!” As if awakened by 
this call, Diana shifts her eyes away from 
the camera, dismissing it. She resumes 
her absorption in a spec tacle we cannot 
view. We do not know whether the voice 
is only part of Diana’s fantasy, or whether 

there is a perform ance actually going on in her theater. What is clear 
is that the next words we hear must be a projection of her imagi‑
nation, as the offscreen voice cries out, “Your call, Miss Baring!” Yet 
even now we do not know whether Hitchcock sim ply presents what 
Diana imagines, sub jecting us to a voice projected from within her, 
or whether he presides over her fantasy, subjecting her to the voice 
and then projecting her fantasy so as to subject us to it as well.

2.27



Murder! 77

As laughter sounds offscreen, Diana looks up proudly, and the 
implication is that she is making a stage entrance in a comedy. The 
laughter turns to thunderous applause and she humbly lowers her 
eyes, looks back off right, then again lowers and raises her eyes (this 
last time she seems to acknowledge her audience modestly as her 
merely human self). But when another offscreen voice says, “That’s 
Miss Baring’s understudy,” she shuts her eyes, the fantasy spoiled. 
She is unwillingly brought back to the reality of her im prisonment, 
in which she is condemned to be viewed against her will by a cruel, 
judging gaze. The camera dissolves to Markham and others watching 
the stage from the wings, effecting a transition to the next sequence 
of the film.

We are not yet prepared to appreciate the full significance of this 
transition, which turns on the fact that Diana’s understudy is the 
real murderer. Diana is to hang in place of the very person who has 
assumed her place on stage, a person who appears to fill her with 
revulsion. The seamless transition Hitchcock weaves between Diana’s 
fantasy and the film’s reality suggests that Diana somehow possesses 
the real scene that she cannot literally view. It is as if the spectacle in 
which she is absorbed, and from which she is mo mentarily distract‑
ed by the camera’s intrusion, is nothing but the succession of views 
constituting the film itself. If these views 
are projections of Diana’s imagination, 
however, how do we read her dismissal of 
the camera? In the face of the camera, she 
wills her reabsorption in a private world 
in which she is free to present herself to 
applause. Perhaps this show of disdain is 
only an act per formed for her real audi‑
ence, the camera.

When Sir John visits Diana in prison, 
and she makes her entrance under his 
gaze, the issues attending our earlier view 
through the cell door window are taken 
up and developed. From the point‑of‑view 
shot that ends as an objective shot and the 
objective shot that ends as a point‑of‑view 
shot—this pair of shots posing the prob‑
lem of the camera’s rela tionship to Sir 
John—we cut to a shot unambiguously 
from his point of view: the door with the 
empty frame‑within‑a‑frame of the win‑
dow. A guard ap pears within this frame, 
and Diana is ad mitted. The prisoner 
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enters, followed by a second guard, who 
stations herself in the room. Diana smiles 
and bows.

In Sir John’s view, Diana appears and 
acts as though she were a creature of his 
imagination, acknowledging him as her 
true audience. Her smile shows that she 
identifies him not with the cruel guards 
from whom she had disdainfully turned 
away but with the longed‑for audience 
within her fantasy. We may expect the 
next shot to detail Sir John’s reaction to 
this apparition, but Hitchcock instead cuts 
to a master shot that renders perspicuous 
the layout of the room.

Within this emblematic framing, Sir 
John and Diana sit in perfect synchro‑
nization, like mirror reflections: and 
as they do, a guard passes through the 
frame‑within‑a‑frame of the window.

We have viewed Diana through Sir 
John’s eyes, but not him through hers. We 
know how he imagines their en counter, 
but we do not know how she envisions 
the scene that has begun. For all we know, 
Diana is, at this moment, only acting.

With this cut to the master shot, Hitch‑
cock sums up Sir John’s fantasy. But it also 
breaks with Sir John’s per spective on the 
encounter he has ar ranged, and asserts 
the camera’s auton omy. It reminds us of 
the reality of Diana’s situation, declaring 
the camera’s presence to be an integral 
part of that reality. The camera’s powers 
are mani fest, for example, in the synchro‑
nization between the movements of the 

guard in the frame‑within‑a‑frame and the “dance” Sir John and 
Diana perform. The master shot is followed by a cut to Diana, a cut 
that is similarly not cued by Sir John’s gaze.

This view declares that Diana is a human being with private feel‑
ings, and is followed by a shot from her point of view. However, we 
pass to her perspective only by way of the detour to the master shot: 
the transition from subjectivity to subjec tivity is effected through the 
agency of the camera. Hitchcock as serts himself precisely to declare 
that Diana in her separateness is not encompassed by the perspec‑
tive of Sir John, who fails to acknowledge the grim reality represent‑
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ed by the guard framed in the window; to 
acknowledge Diana as a suffering human 
being; or to ac knowledge the camera and 
what it rep resents.

What Sir John does not acknowledge 
in Diana, the camera does. Hitchcock 
cuts from Diana, looking screen right at 
something beyond the frame, to a chilling, 
low‑angle shot from Diana’s point of view: 
the guard sta tioned in the room, stern‑
ly watching; back to Diana; then to her 
terrify ing view of the other guard crossing 
the frame‑within‑a‑frame.

Uncannily, it is as if the camera’s asser‑
tion of autonomy makes Diana mindful 
of the reality of her condition, a reality of 
which the camera is an integral part. Sir 
John’s obliviousness of Diana’s views, of 
her subjectivity, is also his unawareness of 
her attunement to the camera—an attun‑
ement that he lacks (despite Hitch cock’s 
gesture of allowing him to appear to 
appropriate the direction of the cam era).

When the camera now cuts back to 
Diana and then reverses field to frame Sir 
John, our excursion into her subjectivity is 
sus pended.

The body of the prison visit scene, 
which takes the form of what I call a “shot/
reverse‑shot dialogue sequence,” begins, 
as Hitchcock cuts back and forth between 
these two framings of Diana and Sir John 
until he is ready to break the pattern of 
repetition. Conventionally, filming a long 
dialogue as a series of shot/reverse‑shot 
alternations rather than simply holding 
both speakers in a sustained two‑shot 
serves primarily to add variety to a pas‑
sage that would otherwise be oppressively 
dominated by immo bile “talking heads.” 
But in Hitchcock’s work, shot reverse‑shot 
becomes a fundamental medium of 
expression. Complex and elab orate shot/
reverse‑shot dialogue sequences, whose 
formal compo sitions are intimately bound 
to the structure and meaning of the par‑
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ticular dialogues they set, become hallmarks of Hitchcock’s author‑
ship. (Among the numerous noteworthy examples that might be cited 
are the race track sequence in Notorious, the ride in the car in Stage 

Fright in the course of which Eve comes to realize that she is in love 
with “Ordinary” Smith, the initial encounter between Bruno and Guy 
in Strangers on a Train, the dia logue in the dining car between Roger 
and Eve in North by Northwest, the moving exchange between Mela‑
nie and Mitch at the birthday party in The Birds, and the scene in 
Torn Curtain in which Michael breaks the news to Sarah that he has to 
leave for Stockholm. In the chapter on Psycho, I analyze at length one 
of the most complex of all shot reverse‑shot sequences, the dialogue 
in the parlor between Norman Bates and Marion Crane.)

This passage in Murder! is Hitchcock’s first important shot/
re verse‑shot sequence, but all the basic principles and implications 
of the form as Hitchcock conceives it are in evidence. For example, 
Hitchcock already avails himself of the possibility of formally con‑
trasting, as well as the possibility of formally linking, the alternated 
setups. The framings of Diana and Sir John are contrasted by their 
back grounds: the crisscross graphic pattern that plays an important 
role in the film as a whole marks Diana’s frame and is absent from 
Sir John’s. And in both setups, the table juts into the bottom of the 
frame, giving the human figures a strangely incorporeal look, as if 
they were floating unanchored in the frame, and covering them from 
the waist down, as if to mask their sexual difference.

Here, as in all his shot/reverse‑shot sequences, Hitch cock varies 
the pace and rhythm of the alternation of the two setups; his cut‑
ting is attentive to the dialectic of activity and passiv ity as people 
speak back and forth. And when a major shift in de gree of intimacy 
occurs, Hitchcock characteristically effects a tran sition to a new pair 
of setups, which he then alternates, initiating a new phase of the 
sequence. In the later films, these principles allow the development 
of compound sequences of enormous complexity. In the relatively 
simple example here, the principle is already es tablished that the 
new phase brings the camera closer to its subject, except in special 
 circumstances. As the dialogue becomes increas ingly intimate, the 
participants are locked more and more tightly into their separate 
frames. The tension thus created may or may not be resolved. The 
most satisfying possible resolution is the merging of the two isolated 
spaces into a single charged space within which a passionate kiss 
may take place. In the Murder! passage, however, this development is 
thwarted. It is typical of Hitchcock’s shot/reverse‑shot sequences that 
they present dialogues rooted in desire. Every significant remark in 
most of these dialogues tacitly (at times openly) expresses the wish 
that dialogue itself be tran scended by union, that silence be attained. 
Usually they take the form of arguments whose implicit (at times 
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explicit) subject is the unsatisfactory state of the relationship that the 
dialogue manifests, sustains, and throws into crisis. For these dia‑
logues themselves are symptomatic of the very condition of tense 
separation that both parties long to overcome, whether they acknowl‑
edge it or not. Like the exchange between Sir John and Diana in the 
prison visit scene, however, these passionate dialogues often break 
down, frustrating the participants and the viewer.

Within the compass of the alternation of these two setups, Diana 
thanks Sir John for coming. He begins to explain the purpose of his 
visit, but Diana keeps changing the subject. This creates suspense: 
Is he prepared to declare himself, and will she allow him to do so? 
When she tells him how good his leading actress is, she looks right 
at the camera. Her re mark and her look declare her wish to be free 
and in that woman’s place. This is the signal for Hitchcock to break 
with the pattern of alternating the two shots. He cuts to a closer shot 
of Sir John, which he then matches with an equally close reverse shot 
of Diana; then he begins to alternate this 
pair of setups.

Sir John asks Diana whether she 
remembers their earlier meeting. She 
answers, “Of course. Very well.” His plea‑
sure in this answer is clear to us (if not to 
Diana). So when he goes on to say that he 
is here because he feels responsible, we 
know he is disavowing his true feelings. 
He does not acknowledge that he has also 
come because he desires her. He does not 
declare his secret project. Tilting her head 
slightly, Diana again looks into the camera. 
Her look suggests that she has recognized 
his withholding and silently rebukes him. 
This does not signal a cut to Sir John or a 
new shot/reverse‑shot phase, but a break 
with the shot/reverse‑shot mode altogeth‑
er. Over Hitchcock’s reprise of the master 
shot, Diana speaks. Her speech begins as 
a kind of soliloquy, not openly addressed 
to Sir John; the intimacy is broken. In this 
cut, the camera reasserts its autonomy, 
specifically its ability to penetrate Diana’s 
feelings. It inaugurates a presentation in which Hitchcock undertakes 
to illustrate Diana’s monologue and to articulate the conditions of 
her imprisonment.

As the guard once more crosses the frame‑within‑a‑frame, Diana 
gives voice to her despair. “I knew that would happen. I knew 

2.37

2.38



82 Murder!

 someone would try and get me off and 
think they were doing me a kindness.” 
Over her words, “Imprisonment for life,” 
Hitchcock cuts, this cut not cued by 
Diana’s gaze, from the master shot to an 
objective view that sums up the nightmare 
of Diana’s imprisonment, then to a new, 
oblique view of Diana.

This is not Sir John’s view, nor does it 
manifest the frontality by which, up to this 
point in the sequence, the camera’s auton‑
omy has been de clared. The framing sug‑
gests the gaze of the stern, watchful guard, 
and yet it is not literally the guard’s point 
of view. The camera’s perspective, indeed, 
reverses the guard’s angle of vision. Does 
the camera then represent the guard’s 
mirror image, her double, or is the guard 
the camera’s “opposite number,” dedicated 
to an oppos ing principle? This shot raises 
precisely the question of the rela tionship 
between our view and the guard’s, but 
does not commit itself to an unambigu‑
ous answer.

Diana leans forward and speaks directly 
to Sir John. She would rather die than live 
a prisoner’s life, she says. She has over‑
come her fear of death, “Except at night.” 
On this last word, Hitchcock cuts to the 
other guard, her lifeless face, still turned 
away, framed in the window.

This cut is also not cued by anyone’s 
gaze within the world of the film. It is 
Hitchcock’s illustration of Diana’s dark‑
est nightmare, the vision she cannot bear. 
This is the sequence’s deepest penetration 

into Diana, and the camera’s most profound declaration of itself. 
Imprisonment for Diana means being subjected to a cold gaze that 
denies her sexuality and freedom, and being condemned to view 
a face inhumanly turned away. Who is the woman framed in the 
window? That this view also echoes our first view of Diana suggests 
that this isolated figure, cut off from all human warmth, is Diana’s 
nightmare vision of herself. (Diana’s nightmare visions of imprison‑
ment as death‑in‑life recall Carl Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc. 
I take it that this accounts for Murder!’s compelling evocation of the 
atmosphere and visual surface of Dreyer’s great film.)
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To Diana, imprisonment means being always subject to this cruel 
gaze and always haunted by this face of stone. These are views of 
reality, but they are also projections of Diana’s imagination, fea tures 
of her inner landscape. In prison there is no escape from such visions. 
She cannot escape them by withdrawing into the private world of her 
imagination, locking reality out, for then she would only be locking 
the haunting visions in. She cannot escape into madness because 
the real conditions of her existence in prison are what it is ordinarily 
madness to take reality to be. It is of great significance that Diana’s 
vision of damnation is framed in the win dow that stands in for the 
camera and the film frame. Her horror at the death‑in‑life of impris‑
onment coincides with Hitchcock’s dec laration of the camera. Diana’s 
imprisonment is a reflection of the condition of being framed by the 
camera within the world of a film. All of the subjects of Hitchcock’s 
camera are condemned to its gaze. Diana is mindful that her exis‑
tence is damnation, but beings in a film do not ordinarily view their 
world as a prison. (Rose [Vera Miles] in The Wrong Man is a Hitch‑
cock figure who comes into full awareness that existence within her 
world is presided over by a god that bears 
an inhuman face. At this realization, she 
breaks into laughter, compounded by her 
knowledge that no one else is going to get 
the joke. Others deem her mad, and she is 
confined to an institution. Hitchcock films 
this hospital in images that chillingly recall 
these views of Diana’s prison.)

Now Hitchcock cuts to a new shot of 
Diana, which returns to Sir John’s point 
of view.

This is a privileged frame, our closest 
approach to Diana; its intimate scale is 
never reclaimed or matched by any such 
view of Sir John. Within this frontal fram‑
ing, addressing her question directly to 
the camera, Diana simply asks, “What is 
there I can tell you?” The counter shot of 
Sir John is not frontal but oblique, and 
does not represent Diana’s point of view.

The asymmetry between their sit‑
uations, implicit throughout the sequence, 
is here declared, as befitting this moment 
at which he responds to her sincere 
appeal with a proposition. He says he will see to it that she is freed 
on the condition that she name the man she and Edna were arguing 
about on the night of the murder. When Diana re fuses, Sir John levels 
a charge. “You realize what you’re admitting by your silence? You’re 
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shielding this man because you know you’re in love with him!” If she 
remained silent or confirmed this hypothesis, would he go through 
with his project? (The Paradine Case explores this possibility.) Mur

der! spares Sir John this test of character. When Diana insists that 
what he is suggesting is impossible, he re plies, “I see no reason why 
it should be impossible!”

Part of Hitchcock’s indictment of Sir John’s character is that his 
imagination and his faith in Diana are too limited. In his obtuse‑
ness, he sees no reason where a reason exists. But in the dock of 
the film frame, he also stands charged for the vengefulness of his 
accu sation. Diana disputes his reading of the murder scene; in effect, 
she criticizes the way he has written the corresponding scene of “The 
Inner History of the Baring Case.” Her criticism is well founded, yet 
rather than acknowledge that he needs her help to fin ish his play, he 
defends his reading as if she represented a threat to his authorship. 
His demand that she supply evidence of her love takes precedence 
over his human concern or even his desire. With a look of revulsion, 
Diana blurts out, “Why, the man’s a half‑caste!” There is a swooshing, 
clicking sound and the camera pans right so quickly that all we see 
is a vertiginous blur until Sir John is finally centered in the frame. 
“What’s that? What did you say? Black blood?!” He utters this last 
exclamation more to himself than to Diana. It registers his private 
realization that the solution to the mystery has just been handed to 
him and that all the pieces are about to fall into place.

Hitchcock cuts one last time to the master shot. The guard again 
appears framed in the window. Now Sir John is ready to produce the 
cigarette case. “Will this help you to remember the name of the man 
you were quarreling about?” He slides it across the table to Diana, 
the camera panning quickly on the movement. As the guard confis‑
cates the case and announces that the time is up, Diana iden tifies 
its owner. “It’s Handel Fane’s!”

The name finally spoken, the sequence draws to a close. Hitch cock 
cuts to Diana, reframing as she rises. The shadow of the guard, then 
the guard herself, passes through the frame‑within‑a‑frame, while Sir 

John stands motionless, his shadow inter‑
posed be tween himself and Diana.

He tells her about discovering his pho‑
tograph in her apartment. She explains 
that she has been “keen on the stage” 
since she was a little girl and that “one 
has one’s heroes.” She urges him to say 
more, and he begins, “Diana, I . . . ,” but 
the guard cuts him short. His back to the 
camera, Sir John watches Diana being 
led away. Standing before her shadow, 
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perfectly framed in the doorway, like the 
lodger held spellbound by the paint ings 
of golden‑haired women, he is as cut off 
from Diana as we are.

Her imprisonment is also his: he, too, is 
the camera’s subject, confined to a world 
presided over by Hitchcock. Yet when he 
shouts, “I’m going to find Fane,” he per‑
sists in his hubris. He still claims for him‑
self the authorship of Diana’s, and his 
own, destiny.

As befits the murderer in a whodunit, 
Handel Fane plays a rela tively small role 
in the film until he is identified as the 
drinker of the brandy. Up to this point, 
he has appeared on screen only once. This 
occurs at the conclusion of the passage 
in which we view Diana through the win‑
dow of her cell door. As reality intrudes 
into her fantasy and she imagines her 
understudy’s assumption of her place on 
stage, she shuts her eyes, and Hitchcock 
dissolves to the backstage of her theater. 
Stewart, a member of the company, is 
explaining to detectives that he and Handel Fane, another actor, saw 
Edna and Diana leave the theater together the night of the murder. 
“Is it very unusual?” asks a detective. “Unusual? I should say so! It’s 
an absolute miracle!”

Presumably, he means by this “it” the sight of Diana and Edna 
together: they hated each other and were bitter rivals. But the line 
also embeds a barbed irony. The absolute miracle, the “it,” can also 
be Handel Fane, who cannot simply be identified as a “he” or a “she.” 
Fane is so adept at impersonating women that he plays both male 
and female roles for the company. Indeed, he is the understudy who 
takes Diana’s place, filling her with revul‑
sion. At precisely this moment, Fane exits 
the stage and enters our view. Dressed as 
a woman, framed frontally, he walks for‑
ward. Grim‑faced, looking right into the 
camera, he looms as a threaten ing figure.

This first view of Fane presents his 
nature as a mystery. In retrospect, we rec‑
ognize it as a clue to his role in the film. 
Although Hitchcock’s treatment of Fane in 
the remainder of this sequence is equally 
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charged, I will not analyze it in detail. A careful reading would call 
for explication of the systematic juxtaposition of the farce enacted 
onstage and the lines spoken, gestures performed, and roles played 
by the real char acters offstage and on. Two brief points. First, when 
Fane returns to the stage through an open door on the set, he has 
changed his costume and makes his entrance as a villain. At the same 
time, Stewart, visible onstage through the frame‑within‑a‑frame of 
this door, engages in a comical series of exaggerated contortions. 
Bound hand and foot, he attempts to free himself, his struggle a met‑
aphor for poor Fane’s desperate efforts in reality to mask his na ture 
from the world. Second, at the moment Fane speaks his first words 
in the film (“I assure you, inspector, I’m not the other woman in the 
case”), Markham finds himself unable to make his stage mus tache 
stick. Yet it is Fane who is this troupe’s real villain.

Hitchcock certainly did not believe that it is impossible for a good 
white woman to love a man she knows to have “black blood.” Nor 
did he believe it is impossible for a good woman to love, or even to 
be, a killer, as is clear from Blackmail, The Paradine Case, Dial “M” 
for Murder, North by Northwest, and Marnie. How then are we to take 
Diana’s assertion that it is impossible for her to love Handel Fane? I 
am tempted to speak of the hapless love of half‑caste and miscast, 
considering the actress who plays Diana in the film, or at least to 
note the parodistic aspect of the scene: it is as if Sir John hits on 
the solution of turning “The Inner History of the Baring Case” into 
a mock melodrama. But although we are not yet fully prepared to 
comprehend Diana’s relationship with Fane, her revulsion needs to 
be taken seriously.

In Clemence Dane’s Enter Sir John, the novel from which the script 
of Murder! was adapted, the murderer’s secret is that he is a homo‑
sexual. Truffaut says that Murder! is “a thinly disguised story about 
homosexuality.” He argues that the murderer kills Edna as “she was 
about to tell his fiancée all about him, about his special mores,” pre‑
sumably thereby spoiling a marriage of convenience (Truffaut 1984, 
75). This is somewhat fanciful. Diana is not Handel Fane’s fiancée, 
and there is no indication in the film that his are the “special mores” 
of the homosexual. On the contrary, Murder! makes little sense if 
we rule out the possibility that Fane desires Diana in the way, for 
example, the Claude Rains figure in Notorious is inflamed by the 
woman played by Ingrid Bergman. Fane does not want a marriage 
of convenience, and there is certainly no evidence that, say, he eyes 
Sir John with desire rather than Diana. (In the interview, Hitchcock 
does not directly contradict Truffaut’s suggestion that Fane is “really” 
homosexual, but he does contest the claim that the film is about 
homosexuality. Truffaut appears oblivious, however, of the signifi‑
cance of the criticism implied in Hitchcock’s insistence that what 
Murder! is all about is theater.)
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The subject of homosexuality in Hitchcock’s work is complex. 
Briefly, I believe that there is no major figure in a Hitchcock film who 
takes himself to be a homosexual. There are men bound to gether in 
mutual denial of the love of women. But if their relation ship has a 
sexual dimension (and surely it does, in Hitchcock’s un derstanding), 
these men are not cognizant of their desire. They view themselves not 
as desiring one another, but as joined in deny ing all love. That there 
is no redemptive homosexual love in Hitch cock’s films surely reflects 
a form of censorship, but not one that can be undone by such naive 
expedients as reading “homosexual” for “half‑caste.” Handel Fane is 
a being for whom sexuality is a mystery, who does not know his 
own sexual identity and whose form of life is solitary. He is one of 
Hitchcock’s Wrong Ones. It trivi alizes Hitchcock’s conception to view 
the Wrong One as a closet homosexual whose condition could be 
cured by declaring love for his male double, or to view the violence in 
Hitchcock’s world only as the inevitable consequence of repression. 
For this fails to consider the Wrong One’s relationship to the camera, 
to Hitchcock and to us. The world of the film is the Wrong One’s 
closet; there is no cure for his condition. Yet it remains a mystery 
what Handel Fane’s condition really is, what Hitchcock thinks it is 
that marks some men as unfit for love, that makes them know they 
cannot reveal themselves to those they desire, that makes women 
unable to desire them.

Following the prison visit scene, the 
next major set piece in the film is what 
might be called the play scene. In Hitch‑
cock’s words: “We had a play within a 
play. The presumptive murderer was asked 
to read the manuscript of the play, and 
since the script de scribed the killing, this 
was a way of tricking him. They watched 
the man while he was reading out loud 
to see whether he would show some sign 
of guilt, just like the king in Hamlet. The 
whole film was about the theater.” The 
play scene is preceded by two brief tran‑
sitional passages. The first is so remark‑
able in conception that it deserves to be 
set out in full.

It begins with a fade‑in on a weather 
vane spinning in the wind. An offscreen 
voice asks, “Handel Fane? Handel Fane? 
What’s become of Handel Fane?” Then 
the second shot of the sequence fades 
in: Diana pacing in her cell, viewed from 
overhead. We hear Sir John ask, “Any news 
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of Fane yet?” and Markham reply, “Not yet, Sir John.” In the third 
shot, the shadow of a gallows rises slowly into the frame, as we hear 
Doucie say, “Haven’t you found Fane yet? I can’t stand the suspense.”

The overall scheme of the se quence is 
simple. These three setups are repeated, 
in order, six more times. Each time, the 
duration of the shots is shorter, creating 
an increasing urgency. In the third shot of 
each successive cycle, the shadow of the 
gallows looms larger.

Over the weather vane we hear, “Oh for 
God’s sake!” Over Diana pacing, “Hallo, 
hallo! Is that the Gramercy Agents?” Over 
the gallows, now higher in the frame, “You 
find Fane yet?” The cycle begins again: 
“Wanted for the most important job, you 
know. Yes, at once!” Then: “What’s that? 
Gone back to his old job?” In this last 
shot, the camera has moved in to frame 
the shadow of the gallows more closely. 
The next cycle: “What” “Trapeze artist?” 
“Under what name?” In the im mediately 
following cycle, the shot of the weather‑
vane passes by in silence. Over the shot 
of Diana, we hear only the word “Where?” 
And in the third shot, the camera has 
moved in so close that the shadow of the 

noose is alone in the frame. The penultimate cycle passes by with 
great speed: “No, can’t” / “Stop now.” / Silence. The shadow of the 
noose is framed even more tightly.

The final cycle is rapid and si lent. In it, the place of the shad‑
ow of the gallows is taken by a totally black frame. A number of 
observations:

—The shadow of the gallows rises like a curtain. Diana’s hanging is 
antici pated as a piece of theater.

—The noose is another of Murder!’s frames‑within‑a‑frame. In the 
shadow of the noose, it might be said, the camera frames its own image. 
At the risk of being chastised for overinterpretation, I wish to claim that 
the gallows is one of Hitchcock’s sexual symbols. The rising structure is 
imaged as phallic, yet the circle formed by the noose is a conventional 
female symbol. Handel Fane’s sexual ambiguity is invoked, but so is the 
ambiguity of the camera, with its active and passive aspects.

—The noose is also a ring. It anticipates the circus ring, the set ting for 
Fane’s suicide, but it also alludes to the idea of marriage. Marriage is not 
an option for Fane, whose only fulfillment is in death.

2.50

2.51



Murder! 89

—The spinning weather vane can be taken as Handel Fane’s totem 
(Fane = vane: but also feign), emblematic of his ambiguity (he is black 
and white, male and female). It also links Fane with Diana, who was 
viewed from every direction when she was first intro duced to us.

The second transitional passage begins by fading in on Sir John 
and Markham at the circus. They are watching Handel Fane (a trapeze 
artist before he was an actor) perform. Sir John informs Markham of 
his scheme. For the first time, he explicitly refers to the new play he 
is writing; this is a turn ing point in the film. The passage ends with 
an echo of one of The Lodger’s barbed jokes. From the point of view 
of Sir John and Markham, we view Fane on his trapeze.

Spotlights cast by twin pools of light on the tent canvas, in each 
of which Fane is projected as a tiny shad‑
ow, creating an image of a pair of watch‑
ing eyes. The play scene itself begins with 
another ironic touch. A datebook fades 
in. A hand enters the frame and flips the 
pages. Monday’s page lists a 1:30 appoint‑
ment with Handel Fane (the murder, we 
already know, also took place at 1:30). 
Tuesday’s page lists no appointments. The 
only entry for Wednesday reads “Diana?” 
There is a cut to a watch from the point 
of view of the wearer. It is 1:30. Then a 
cut to Sir John, sitting at his desk. Cued 
by Sir John’s gaze, the camera pans to the 
door as Handel Fane enters the study, and 
follows Fane until Sir John is incorporated 
in the frame with him. A cut to isolate 
Fane initiates the body of the sequence. 
Where the prison visit sequence had a 
shot/reverse‑shot alternation at its core, 
the play scene has one extremely long 
take. In the course of this extended shot, 
Hitchcock moves the camera a number 
times, rather than cuts, to accommodate 
the characters’ motions and to effect transitions from one temporarily 
stable framing to another.

Fane looks right into the camera.
This is Hitchcock’s announcement that, in this long take, the cam‑

era frames a space in which Fane’s private reactions—not accessible 
to Sir John’s view—are intimately revealed only to the camera. The 
viewer is privileged to see Fane’s reactions as he comes to recognize 
the trap into which he has stepped, Fane asks about Sir John’s new 
play, for which he has come to audition, and receives the answer, 
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“Well, you may question my taste, but as an artist you’ll understand 
my temptation. My subject, Mister Fane, is the inner history of the 
Baring case.” On these words, the camera pans from Sir John to Fane, 
whose hand enters the frame and places an ashtray on the table, then 
pans to center on this object. On Sir John’s offscreen words, “Really 
your indifference astonishes me,” the cigarette drops out of this hand, 
and the fingers rub together. As Sir John goes on to ask whether he 
knew both women involved in the murder, the camera pans to isolate 
Fane’s reaction. He looks down and then screen right. The camera now 
repeats the movement with which it opened the sequence, panning 
to the door by which Bennett and a detective are standing watching 
silently. This movement is now cued not by Sir John’s gaze, but by 
Fane’s. And when the camera pans back to Fane, it is apparent that he 
has figured out what is going on. Sir John, however, remains oblivious 
of this dawning of awareness. His offscreen “Now let’s begin” signals 
the end of the long take, the main work of which is to effect a shift in 
the camera’s identification from Sir John to Handel Fane.

Sir John sets the scene for the reading, which is to begin just 
be fore the murderer’s entrance. As Sir John tells him that he is to 
make his entrance on the words, “Friends? I can tell you things about 
your friends that you don’t know,” Fane turns to the camera. A look 
of resignation is on his face. The camera moves with him as he walks 
slowly to the window, and stops when he freezes as Sir John asks him 
how he knew to enter this way.

Our view of Fane at the window, with his back to the cam era, 
echoes our view of Sir John looking at 
Diana’s shadow at the end of the pris‑
on visit sequence. An enig matic bond 
between Sir John and Fane is suggested.

Sir John’s taunting. “And look. Mister 
Fane, you’ve forgotten your script,” is to be 
echoed forty years later in Frenzy’s curtain 
line, “Mister Rusk, you’ve forgotten your 
tie.” But when Fane now turns to face Sir 
John, he is smiling. He has made one of 
those recoveries that reveal Hitchcock fig‑
ures to possess re sources beyond what we 

may expect. Hitchcock cuts on Fane’s gaze—this insertion of Fane’s 
literal point of view is another turn ing point in the film—to the two 
men at the door. Fane, now fully aware that he has an audience, 
is quietly sizing up his possible routes of escape. When Hitchcock 
now cuts back to Fane in a me dium shot and Sir John momentarily 
enters the frame, the camera steps out of the role of Fane’s intimate. 
The film frame now bounds a theatrical space within which Fane 
performs for an audience. At the beginning of this sequence, he was 
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unknowingly subject to Sir John’s direction. Now he has become cog‑
nizant of Sir John’s at tempt to author the scene and hopes to impose 
his own script.

Fane says. “Wouldn’t it be better if I were to pick up the poker 
from the back fireplace before I made the entrance into the room?” 
Sir John looks at him, jots down his suggestion, and turns his gaze 
to the men at the door to be sure that these witnesses did not miss 
the self‑incriminating remark. When Fane asks him for the poker, 
however, Sir John pauses. It is at this moment that it dawns on him 
that Fane has caught on. He asks for the poker. I think, not because 
he is too literal‑minded to play the murder scene without a prop but 
because, armed with it, he might make his escape. With the reply, 
“Would a pencil do?” Sir John regains the upper hand. Fane resigns 
himself to going through with the reading. Sir John walks past his 
desk, stopping some distance from Fane. In effect, he assumes a 
place in Fane’s audience. When Hitchcock now cuts to Fane, that 
audience’s perspective is also ours. As Sir John describes the action 
of the scene. Fane mimes it. With the approach of the climax, we 
begin to sense that Fane, reenacting a part he once actually played, 
is on the verge of losing control. He looks terrified, as if a traumatic 
memory were about to surface. On the words, “Now you raise the 
poker that is in your hand. The other woman says, ‘You fool! Don’t 
you know that he’s a half—’ ” Fane opens 
his mouth in a silent cry. Hitchcock’s cut 
to an overhead tableau at this point is one 
of the most stunning effects in all of his 
work.

In this frame, Fane and Sir John stand 
frozen in silence, scripts in hand; the 
floor and rug divide the frame schemati‑
cally into black and white areas, creating 
an emblem of doubleness and linking this 
moment to the film’s opening and to The 

Lodger’s flashback. Almost instantly there 
is a cut to a page of a script. (Though most 
of the page is illegible in the available 
DVDs, it can be made out that this is not 
the script of “The Inner History of the Bar‑
ing Case,” but the shooting script of a film. 
The film is not Murder! itself, however, but 
an ironic stand‑in: the scene described on 
this page has a magician pulling a rabbit 
out of a hat.) A hand turns the page—
whose hand?—but the next is blank, caus‑
ing a blinding flash of white.
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Hitchcock cuts immediately to Fane, 

viewed from a high angle. He does not 

meet the gaze of the camera. Then there 
is a cut to Sir John, waiting expectantly 

for a breakdown that never comes; to one, 

then the other, of the men at the door; 
then to a two‑shot of Fane and Sir John. 

The intended climax of Sir John’s scene 

is aborted: Fane does not lose control. 
He pulls himself together and breaks the 

tense silence. “What a pity, Sir John, the 

scene isn’t finished. I was getting quite 
worked up to it.” Sir John says that he had 

hoped for collaboration. But Fane puts the 

script down and prepares to leave, saying, 
“I am so sorry. Sir John. I am afraid that I 

understand so little about . . . playwriting. 

Perhaps later on, when the script is fin‑
ished, you’ll allow me to give you another 

reading.” Sir John and Fane are locked in a 

struggle: at one level, a struggle for author‑
ship of “The Inner His tory of the Baring 

Case”; at another, a struggle for ascen‑

dancy as artists.
The scene now shifts to the circus, where Fane’s performance sup‑

plies Sir John the collaboration he needs and allows Murder! its cli‑

max. As Sir John and Markham enter his dressing room, Fane finishes 
a letter he is writing, seals it, and rises in wel come. Sir John spots a 

bottle of brandy on the table and says, with an accusing undertone, 

“I suppose you find brandy steadying for the nerves.” But he can‑
not comprehend, nor can we, the veiled meaning in Fane’s reply, 

“Mine’s very nervy work, you see, Sir John. You never know what 

may happen.”
In the first part of his performance, Fane is once more a spectacle 

of sexual ambiguity. In a series of theatrical en trances, he moves into 

the camera’s field of vision; into Sir John’s 
view; and into the “stage” of the circus ring. 

A large black area momentarily eclipses 

almost all else in the frame. Immediately, 
this “shadow” is revealed to be a figure 

in a huge feather headdress. As this fig‑

ure—apparently a woman—walks into the 
depths of the frame, blackness con sumes 

less and less of the screen, creat ing one of 

Hitchcock’s curtain‑raising effects.
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Finally, “she” turns and we recognize 
Handel Fane.

The second entrance follows momen‑
tarily. An elephant parades from back‑
ground to foreground, screen left to screen 
right, blocking Fane from our view. As Sir 
John steps into the frame, the elephant 
moves by, repeating the curtain‑raising 
effect. Fane now turns and pre sents him‑
self to Sir John. As the band starts up, Sir 
John takes a step toward Fane, who turns 
away disdain fully and steps forward into 
the circus ring, presenting himself to the 
audience at large. This, his third entrance, 
sets up the climax of the first part of Fane’s 
per formance: he opens his cloak and dis‑
plays himself as a man‑woman (and, in 
his feathered costume, also a man‑bird) 
to the gazes that press in on him from all 
sides.

Fane’s form of the ater is solitary. It 
does not consist in en acting roles but 
in self‑exhibition. He is a creature con‑
demned to live and die outside the human 
community. Fane’s act stands opposed to 
the performances of which Diana dreams. 
Rather, it is like the death‑in‑life of Diana’s 
im prisonment. Fane condemns himself to 
the cruel, inhuman gaze of his audi ence. 
(In its opposition between two forms of 
theater, Murder! anticipates Stage Fright, 
which opposes the art of acting as taught 
by the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art to 
the conception of theater personified by 
Marlene Dietrich.)

In the second part of Fane’s perform‑
ance, his aerial act, Hitchcock intercuts 
shots of Sir John and Markham; Sir John 
and Markham placed within the general 
audience; and the audience’s views of Fane 
(the last represent both the general audi‑
ence’s views and Sir John’s private views 
from his place within that audi ence). The 
key to this sequence, which establishes 
a Hitchcock paradigm, is that it images 
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Fane’s act in sexual terms. The passage details Fane’s passion and 
ecstasy as, absorbed in his act, he appears on the threshold, then in 
the grips, of orgasm. This quasi‑sexual perform ance culminates in the 
self‑exhibition of the first part of his act. His “nervy work” requires 
him to get “all worked up” before a heart less audience.

First, he climbs the high pole. This accomplished, he looks down. 
The camera cuts to the circus ring from his point of view, then to 
Sir John and Markham attentively watching. Fane drops his feather 
headdress, dries his hands, grasps the bar, and begins swinging. Twin 
spotlights once again cast pools of light, with Fane appearing as a 
shadow in each, again imaging a pair of watching eyes. This part 

of the sequence ends with Fane soaring 
through the air, to ringing applause. On 
this sound, Hitch cock cuts to Fane. He 
is swinging but re mains stationary in the 
frame as his sur roundings, an out‑of‑focus 
backdrop, pass first downward then 
upward be fore our eyes. This vertiginous 
effect conveys the loosening of the world’s 
hold on him as he looks into the camera.

From Sir John and Markham looking on 
without comprehension, Hitchcock cuts 
to a closer view of Fane, the back ground 
again vertiginous. His face now registers 
extreme anguish: his ecstasy is also pain. 
The camera turns again to Sir John and 
Markham, still oblivious of Fane’s condi‑
tion, then back. Fane’s face, in dark shad‑
ow, becomes lit by harsh glare.

At this decisive moment, Hitchcock 
penetrates Fane’s being and gives us a 
series of three visions.

In the first, we see Sir John, in close‑
up, looking slightly off to the left, super‑
imposed on Fane’s surroundings passing 
through the frame.

At one point, a string of lights momen‑
tarily crosses this face, creating an image 
of a death’s‑head grin as in the ending of 
Psycho.

Should we take it that, in his anguish 
and ecstasy, Fane literally sees Sir John’s 
face? We may be tempted to say that this is 
a superimposition of what he hallucinates 
(the face) and what he literally sees (real‑
ity pass ing before his eyes). The halluci‑
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natory aspect of this image is what leads 
me to call it a vision rather than a view. 
But perhaps Fane has no hallucination at 
all; perhaps this face is nothing he sees 
or imagines; perhaps the superimposition 
simply serves Hitchcock as a con ventional 
way of indicating that, at this moment of 
inwardness. Fane is haunted by Sir John, 
transfixed by him. Then again, this shot 
may represent a real view of Sir John at 
this moment—a view that corresponds to 
the perspective of no one within the world 
of the film—superimposed on Fane’s real view. Then this shot would 
represent no “private” experience of Fane’s, but only serve as Hitch‑
cock’s reminder to us that, while Fane has turned in ward. Sir John 
is still watching.

Thus, the status of this image. Fane’s relation to it is perfectly 
ambiguous. Is this an “inner vision” projected from within Fane’s 
imagination, or is the frame itself projected onto his imagination? Is 
he subjected to this image, as we are? We can’t say whether, in effect, 
Fane’s imagination subjects us to the image or is subjected to it. But, 
then again, we don’t really know who Handel Fane is, or what he 
represents. What is his relationship to the camera (to the film’s author 
and viewer)? Who is subjected to whom 
in this frame? And in a frame that consti‑
tutes a vision, what does the camera rep‑
resent? One point at least is unambiguous. 
Whatever Sir John is looking at within this 
vision, he is not looking at the camera. In 
Fane’s vision, Sir John lacks the power to 
confront his gaze, the power to penetrate 
or possess him with his gaze. Fane sees Sir 
John’s powers as inferior to his own.

From this first vision, we cut back to 
Fane, wide‑eyed, his face half in light and 
half in shadow, like the lodger telling his 
story to Daisy.

Then Hitchcock presents Fane’s second 
vision: a closeup of Diana looking into 
the cam era, likewise superimposed on the 
world passing through the frame.

In Fane’s first vi sion, Sir John was look‑
ing off, his eyes turned from the camera. 
In retrospect, we can take it that Sir John, 
as envi sioned by Fane, is held spellbound, 
like Fane himself, by a vision of Diana. 
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But also Diana looks right into the cam‑
era. Within Fane’s vision, she penetrates 
his gaze as if she possessed the inner 
world of his imagination. This apparition 
is projected from within his imagination, 
but he is also subjected to it. It is possi ble 
that Diana’s powers are really magi cal, as 
Fane imagines. After all, when we viewed 
her through the cell window, she appeared 
to possess the power to imagine, to pen‑
etrate, perhaps even to conjure, our views. 
The interesting question is what powers 
are “natural” for a being framed by the 
camera who is attuned to, and may be in 
league with, the agency that presides over 
that framing. Is such a being human? In 
the next shot of Fane, his eyes are almost 
completely shut, as if he were entranced 
by a siren’s voice.

If he now abandons himself completely 
to his vision, of course, he would fall to 
his death. But he does not black out. He 
opens his eyes and again looks up at the 
camera.

We cannot know whether this gesture breaks the spell cast by 
Diana’s gaze as Fane envisions it, or whether he bids his visions to 
continue, as Joe does in The Lodger. Does he look into the cam‑
era in defiance of Diana, or at her bidding? In the following frame, 
nothing is superimposed on Fane’s vertiginous view of the world. I 
like to think of this frame as representing a vision of nothingness. 
It is not simply devoid of a superimposed human countenance; the 
blurred images that pass before Fane’s eyes are charged symbolically, 
like dreams, and admit of a reading. The shadowy pole; the curi‑
ous bell‑like hanging lights, suggestive both of death bells and wed‑
ding bells, and also of sightless eyes; the death’s‑head grin; finally, 
the blurred image of a couple: this vision is charged with images 
of death and with signifiers of the realm of human sexuality from 
which Fane is irrevocably estranged. (This shot exemplifies a mode 
of symbolic representation important in Hitchcock’s work. The pre‑
sentation of Sebastian’s discovery of Alicia’s betrayal in Notorious is 
one of the most prominent examples of this mode. The camera pans 
across the floor of the wine cellar until it frames the tell‑tale sign of 
the stained drain. Our view represents Alex’s literal one, but it is also 
a vision, charged symbolically. Through its veiled sexual references, 
it invokes a scene of lovemaking between Alicia and Devlin that has 
not actually taken place, but which Alex imagines or fantasizes or 
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dreams. The climax of Vertigo, with Judy/
Madeleine’s vision of the black‑robed nun, 
is another example.)

The vision of nothingness sums up 
Fane’s nature in his own and—as he 
imagines—in Diana’s eyes. It is also Fane’s 
vision of his own death. Death is Fane’s 
mark. In the world, he represents death, 
and only his own death can release him 
from his curse. The series of Fane’s visions 
now complete, Hitchcock cuts to an 
“objective” view. Fane lands on the high 
platform, relinquishes his grip on the bar, 
passes a rope through his hands, and turns 
to ac knowledge his audience. The second 
part of his performance is successfully 
completed. But his strength is spent. His 
hands hang limp. He seems to be suff ering 
an overpowering vertigo.

If Diana should die in Fane’s place, he 
would be responsible. His vision of Diana 
is a guilty one. Since it is, in eff ect, as a 
ghost that she appears to him, her death 
would not free him from her gaze, but 
condemn him to being forever haunted by 
it. His vision of Diana re minds him that his 
desires can never be satisfied. It is as if her 
envisioned gaze wreaks her own revenge 
on him. It cor responds precisely to her 
nightmare vi sions of her guards. Diana’s 
imprison ment is the death‑in‑life of mad‑
ness, but Fane, condemned by his visions, 
is also imprisoned, also mad and already 
dead. But his vision of Diana also arises 
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out of his desire—he does not wish to be freed from it. I imagine 

him unwilling, for ex ample, to confess and put himself at the mercy 

of a court, for then he would have to witness Diana’s union with 
Sir John. Only through death can he keep faith with Diana without 

denying his desire.

As with all suicides, Fane’s suicide is a private act, admitting no 
audience. We might think of Diana as Fane’s real audience. But the 

“Diana” Fane envisions as bearing witness to his act and the “Fane” 

who is possessed by this vision of Diana are not separate beings who 
could stand in the relationship of audience and performer in a the‑

ater. For this Diana is also within Fane. Her possession of his act, 

which her gaze also commands, does not make it a piece of theater, 
does not mitigate its essential privacy. This Diana can no more sit in 

Fane’s audience than we can. On the other hand, Fane does perform 

his suicide in the most theatrical way possible in a public arena before 
an audience that is hushed, waiting for the death‑defying climax of his 

act. Fane’s pri vate act of suicide is also a consummate piece of theater 

that brings down the house. True, we can imagine that he kills himself 
this way not because he strives for effect, but because he needs to 

con front his demons and experience his passion one last time before 

he can bring himself to finish his nervy work. We can imagine that 
Fane must work himself up to it, overcoming his fear of death as if it 

were stage fright. Nonetheless, when Fane 

passes the rope slowly through his hands, 
hardly appearing to attend to it, giving no 

sign that he is aware of an au dience, the 

theatrical effect is stunning.
Insofar as Fane’s private act is also 

theater, who is its intended audience? We 

comprehend what is about to happen only 
an instant before Sir John does. Precisely 

when it appears that Sir John has finally 

understood, Hitchcock cuts to Fane, who 
only now makes it clear that he is tying 

a noose.

It is as if he has deliberately deferred 
this revelation until the magnitude of his 

own obliviousness first dawns on Sir John. 

When the camera now cuts to Sir John, it 
is apparent that Fane’s masterful theatrical 

stroke has its intended effect.

Sir John has taken his place as a spell‑
bound member of Fane’s audience. Fane 

has demonstrated the superiority of his 

theater. Fane’s art is triumphant.
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From Sir John, taut with anticipation, 
Hitchcock cuts back to Fane. He tightens 
the noose around his neck and jumps. This 
framing is held, so that the rope swings 
back and forth across an empty frame 
even as Fane dies off screen.

If Fane’s suicide is a theatrical gesture 
addressed specifically to Sir John, it is 
also addressed to the whole circus audi‑
ence, within which Sir John has assumed 
a place. It says: “All along, what you have 
really wished to view is my death. Your 
unholy desire for the sight of blood is 
what drew you to the spectacle of my 
degradation. Here is the authentic climax 
of my act.” In a rapid montage, Hitchcock 
details the audience’s reactions of shock 
and ecstasy. Fane’s audi ence breaks down, 
running amok. No one present can claim 
to be his superior—his case is proved.

Fane’s gesture is the dramatic climax 
of Murder! The suicide casts a pall over 
the film. Even if Murder! ended with an 
unambigu ous image of Diana freed and 
united romantically with Sir John, it would not have the feeling of 
a conventional happy ending. The film does not end in this way, 
however. Rather, it presents Sir John and Diana embarked on living 
happily ever after, then decisively draws back from this image, fram‑
ing it and disavowing its reality.

Fane’s body is carried to the dressing room, with Sir John and 
Markham among those attending. A letter is discovered—the letter 
Fane was finishing when they first arrived. Sir John reads in si lence, 
continually glancing at Fane’s body, placed below the frame line to 
the right. Then he reads the letter out loud to Markham, commenting 
as he goes along in a single static two‑shot.

Shadowy figures flit across the back‑
ground of this conspicuously stylized 
frame, adding to its effect of unreality. 
“Fane says he has decided to collaborate 
on my play after all. He says, ‘The two 
women are standing facing each other in 
dead silence. They are so lost in the ten‑
sion of the moment that they do not hear 
the murderer creep through the double 
doors. . . . There’s the melodrama for you. 
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Sir John . . .’ Well, Markham, do you have it all?” Sir John’s remarks 
may well disquiet us. He seems concerned only with technical mat‑
ters, as if it were only on this level that Fane’s gesture was addressed 
to him, as if it really meant nothing. Sir John appears insensitive, 
even inhuman, in his failure to be moved by the fact of Fane’s death. 
At this moment, he appears completely unmindful of Diana as well. 
When he asks Markham whether he has it all, it is clear that he takes 
his own understanding of Fane’s gesture, and the events of the Diana 
Baring case, to be complete. We can’t say precisely what his pic‑
ture encompasses and what it leaves out, but of course he cannot 
know these events as we do: he has not had access to the totality of 
Hitchcock’s presentation out of which our understanding emerges. 
(A further complication may be registered. Fane’s suicide provides 
“The Inner History of the Baring Case” with a climax that transcends 
Sir John’s powers of imagination, and his letter fills in the murder 
scene with perfect respect for the spirit of melodrama. But we do not 
know that the story Fane’s letter tells is true. Fane could have known 
all along, but without Diana’s knowledge, that she knew his secret. 
Fane’s account of himself partakes of his mystery, which it leaves 
intact. But Sir John knows nothing of Fane’s mystery.)

In the American release prints of Murder! there is now a slow dis‑
solve to the prison gate that sustains the air of unreality. (Both the 

ensuing shot and the following brief scene 
in the limousine were omitted in the Brit‑
ish version.) This is in part due to the 
invocation of a stage set viewed across the 
barrier of the proscenium. It is also due 
to this shot’s clear echo of the opening 
of the prison visit sequence. The effect is 
uncanny when Sir John enters this frame 
from below and walks into its depths, as 
if crossing the barrier separating the stage 
from the world. He passes from the region 
occu pied by the camera, where his view 
and ours are one, and enters a region still 
haunted by his gaze. He is like a dreamer 
who awakens and passes, still awake, into 
the world of his dream. In the depths of 
this magical frame, Sir John and Diana 
join in an embrace.

There is a slow dissolve to a closer view 
of the couple pressed against each other 
in the back seat of a limousine.

One effect of this dissolve can be 
summed up by saying that we do not know 
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whether there are two embraces or one. 
The dissolve underscores the dis continuity 
between these scenes even as it smoothly 
bridges them and denies their real sepa‑
ration. The dissolve also calls attention to 
itself by its extreme slowness and by its 
echo of the passage in which we viewed 
Diana through the window of her cell door.

Diana is in tears. They are tears of 
thankfulness: she is sitting beside her 
hero, in freedom. But to whom does she 
give thanks? And does she also weep for 
Handel Fane, whose love was responsi ble 
for her ordeal but who finally sacri ficed 
himself? In any case, we recognize this as 
the conventional moment for Sir John to 
declare his love and propose marriage. But 
what he says is, “Now my dear, you must 
save those tears. They’ll be very very use‑
ful . . .”—he takes her hand and she looks 
up lovingly at him—“. . . in my new play.”

By re ferring to it as his, Sir John claims 
sole authorship of this play. If it is indeed 
“The Inner History of the Baring Case,” 
however, he claims responsibility not only for a work of theater, but 
for the conclusion of the real events surrounding the murder. Doing 
so, he still fails to acknowledge Handel Fane—fails to recognize 
the significance of Fane’s final gesture and his need for Fane’s col‑
laboration. This failure surely confirms that he is not Fane’s equal. 
Nor is he Diana’s equal, in his continuing failure to acknowledge her. 
And if Sir John also means by his “new play” their marriage, then 
Diana would be well advised, indeed, to save her tears. Like Alice 
at the end of Blackmail, Diana is condemned to a relationship that 
denies her equality. Alice bears the brunt of mocking laughter and 
knows that the joke is on her, but Diana is cut off at this moment 
from our privileged vantage point and does not yet know the bond‑
age that awaits her. She weeps tears of joy at the prospect of her new 
rela tionship with this man who regards himself as her master, who 
confines her within the frame of his imagination, and who directs 
her to serve his art and his desire.

As Diana’s gaze turns inward, as if she were imagining herself on 
stage with Sir John, he rests his face against her, pressing his lips to 
her hair. Looking right at the camera out of the corner of his eye, 
he gives a half‑smile in a shot that precisely echoes the end ing of 
The Lodger.
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His open eyes and smile express his 

self‑satisfaction in completing his project 

and shows him looking ahead to enjoying 

the fruits of his success. This look could 

be viewed as addressed to the camera, an 

acknowl edgment of it. I view him, how‑

ever, as blind to the camera’s presence, to 

the agency it represents and to us. I view 

him as so absorbed at this moment—with 

the scene he is imagining, not with Diana’s 

real proximity—that he can look right into 

the camera without rec ognizing it. We are 

not, with Hitchcock, responsible for the 

scene about to be en acted. We bear wit‑

ness, with Hitchcock, to Sir John’s con‑

tinuing hubris.

From this intimate view, there is a dis‑

solve to an extreme long shot of Sir John.

As melodious music plays, Markham—

dressed as a butler—opens the door to a 

drawing room. Diana makes her entrance, 

attended by Doucie in a domestic’s uni‑

form. Sir John holds out his hand and 

Diana steps toward him. They gaze at 

each other, the Markhams looking on. 

The dissolve suggests that this is the scene 

Sir John imagines when he looks up and 

smiles at the camera. We take this to be 

an epilogue set in the future, with Sir 

John and Diana husband and wife and the 

Markhams impressed into non‑thespian 

service more in line with their tal ents. As 

Sir John kisses Diana’s hand, the camera 

begins to track out.

At first, this movement strikes us as 

a gra cious and tactful acknowledgment 

of the couple’s right of privacy. The sug‑

gestion is that we are viewing the pre lude 

to an act of lovemaking and that we have 

arrived at a conventional happy ending. 

Sir John and Diana appear poised for the 

kiss that signifies that they are destined to 

live happily ever after. The implication is 

that Sir John’s half‑smile was an anticipa‑

tion of this scene about to take place out 

of the cam era’s purview.
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However, as the camera continues 
moving out, it crosses the barrier of a pro‑
scenium and stops only when the prosce‑
nium frames the view that had filled the 
screen. Within this frame‑within‑a‑frame, 
Sir John and Diana kiss, tiny figures in the 
distance.

The curtain rings down to applause 
from an unviewed audience, the image 
fades out, and a title announces the end 
of the film.

The scene that we took to be real was 
a scene from a play. Nor is this just any 
scene: it is, no doubt, the final curtain of 
“The Inner History of the Bar ing Case.” 
So now the implication is that Sir John’s 
half‑smile was an antici pation of perform‑
ing his new play. This play ends with the 
perfect fulfillment of Sir John’s wishes, but 
we must ask what the ending of this play 
signifies in reality.

No kiss performed in private could coin‑
cide with this kiss scripted by Sir John and 
performed under his direction in the pub‑
lic space of his theater. If the play’s ending 
is modeled on a kiss that really took place, 
that kiss was at the ser vice of the staged 
kiss, which presents itself to its audience 
as at the service of nothing outside itself. 
Within the play, the final kiss signifies the 
lovers’ mutual acknowledgment of their 
love and their equality in marriage. But 
the real kiss serves an art in which Sir 
John acknowledges no partner. In finish‑
ing “The Inner History of the Baring Case,” 
he completes his creation of Sir John as a 
charac ter fated for the heaven‑on‑earth of marriage to Diana. But by 
doing so, he also effects his separation from that character. Sir John’s 
play ends with the lovers joined in an embrace, but Hitchcock does 
not claim that the real events of his narrative end this way. Murder! 
dis avows Sir John’s ending as its own. Then does this camera move‑
ment declare that all our views of the world of the film have really 
been views of scenes staged by Sir John? At any moment, could the 
camera have pulled out to reveal a proscenium? Is Murder!—a com‑
bination of highbrow shocker, blood‑and‑thunder melodrama, aerial 
act, Shakespearean tragedy, romantic comedy—“The Inner History of 
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the Baring Case” itself? Are Sir John’s and Hitchcock’s authorships 
one, and are we the phantom audience whose applause resounds as 
this curtain rings down?

We have already seen that Sir John’s and Hitchcock’s endings do 
not coincide. If there is a gesture within the world of the film that 
calls for comparison with the gestures that culminate in the cam era’s 
final pulling out to frame the stage, it is performed by Handel Fane, 
not Sir John. Murder! acknowledges Fane in its ending as “The Inner 
History of the Baring Case” does not, because nothing in Sir John’s 
play corresponds to the camera. Sir John is not Hitch cock, and we 
are not the audience for “The Inner History.” Mur der!’s invocations of 
the stage are framed by and frame a succession of views that can be 
identified with no piece of theater, real or imagined. In the camera’s 
gestures, Hitchcock’s authorship is de clared and our acts of viewing 
acknowledged. Murder! ends with its most decisive declaration that 
what Hitchcock has made is a film, not a piece of theater. My reading 
of Murder! returns to the point at which it began. What do the cam‑
era’s gestures declare Murder! to be, when they declare it to be a film?

Hitchcock sets Murder! in a theatrical setting in part to dramatize 
the fact that, in the world of a film as in reality, acting is not con‑
fined to the stage. Traditionally, the stage is the designated place, set 
off within the world, where acting is authorized, where per formances 
take place before an audience, without real conse quences. Roles may 
be played that fulfill wishes, as in a dream: staged, violence is only 
spectacle, sexuality saves and condemns no one, and death can be 
faced unafraid. (I am not suggesting that this description does justice 
to the most serious works of theater.)

The world of Murder!, however, is presided over by an author who 
sees to it that no one’s fantasy lacks a real reflection. Within it there is 
no designated place where acting is exempt from real con sequences. 
We might say that in a film’s world there is no theater. But the other 
side of this is that to us the world of Murder!—the world of any film—
is not fully real. The stage is banished from it, but all that world is a 
stage to us. We might also say that all that happens within the world 
of a film passes before us like a dream. Yet our viewing is an act 
with consequences. Murder!’s repeated invocations of the stage are, 
at one level, acknowledgments of the barrier separating us from the 
world in which Sir John writes “The Inner History of the Baring Case” 
and Handel Fane kills. Our views of that world, like the views that 
constitute a dream, might be called projections. (They are not, for 
example, representations.) But we cannot say whether Handel Fane’s 
visions are projected from within his imagination or projected onto 
his imagination by the agency of the film’s author. And we likewise 
cannot say whether the camera is subject to our wishes in its fram‑
ings, or whether we are subject to views that emanate from outside 
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ourselves. In the role of the camera, active and passive are fused, as 
are the subjective and the objective. We cannot say whether the views 
that constitute Murder! are ours, the author’s, or those of beings who 
dwell within the world of the film. Insofar as the film’s world is real, 
we are within it, and it is also within us. Murder! declares that film 
has no proscenium that can be crossed.

It is no accident that many of the greatest works of cinema center 
on gestures that, like the camera movement at the end of Murder!, 
are both invocations of the stage and declarations of the camera. In 
such films as Chaplin’s City Lights, Renoir’s The Rules of the Game, 
and Dreyer’s Gertrud, to name just three, theater plays a central role. 
These masterpieces, which know and declare themselves as films, 
share Murder!’s understanding that something fundamental about 
film is expressed in the myth of film’s drastic separation from theater. 
Hitchcock himself speaks to this point: “The idea of photo graphing 
actions and stories came about with the development of techniques 
proper to film. The most significant of these, you know, occurred 
when D. W. Griffith took the camera away from the proscenium arch, 
where his predecessors used to place it, and moved it as close as 
possible to the actors.” For Hitchcock, the “art of pure cin ema” was 
born when Griffith’s camera crossed the barrier of the proscenium. 
This transgression freed film to discover a natural sub ject in the‑
ater. The interpenetration of theater and the world—reflected in the 
familiar ambiguity of the English word acting—is not material out 
of which theater is ordinarily made. The candid or unselfconscious 
can only be depicted, in theater, by performance on stage, and only 
the greatest theater acknowledges its theatrical condition. But when 
Griffith’s camera broke the barrier of the proscenium, it assumed the 
capacity to depict theatricality as a matter of course. In movies, the 
camera regularly distinguishes between the candid and the staged, 
between gestures and expressions that are sincere and those that are 
theatrical.

The dialectical opposition between the theatrical and the non‑
theatrical is grounded in film’s traditional way of presenting human 
beings in the world. In movies, typically, the camera alternately 
frames its human subject within public and private spaces. The frame 
of the “objective” shot is a stage on which a man performs, subject 
to view by others within his world. Within the frame of the reaction 
shot, he views the spectacle of the world, expresses a pri vate reaction, 
and prepares his next thrust into the public world. Point‑of‑view and 
reaction shots together combine to effect the camera’s penetration of 
his privacy. The human subject of the cam era alternates tensely and 
hesitantly between acting and viewing as he prepares his entrances 
onto the world’s stage, performs, and withdraws again into a privacy 
to which only the camera has ac cess.
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The opposition between the theatrical and the nontheatrical 
re quired the development of a mode of acting that owes little to the 
traditions of the stage. Before the camera, the film actor must ap pear 
unselfconscious; no way of acting in the theater corresponds to this 
look of unselfconsciousness, and no audience can stand in for a cam‑
era in registering it. Nor is the film actor’s mode of pre senting him‑
self to the camera simply a direct application of still photography’s 
experience in eliciting unselfconsciousness. The still camera’s subject 
may be called upon to strike candid poses, but not in the same way 
to act. The distinction between looks and poses that do and those 
that do not appear camera‑conscious, in both still photography and 
in film, is not merely conventional. That we make this distinction is 
an important fact, itself rooted in basic facts about the form of life we 
call human: for example, the fact that people have eyes with which 
they view and through which they reveal themselves. The opposition 
between the theatrical and the nontheatrical is not simply a con‑
vention; it is essential to what makes movies what they are and not 
something else. Part of what Murder! declares is precisely that the 
role of the camera hinges on this opposition. This is why Hitchcock 
chooses to de clare the presence and agency the camera represents by 
invoking a theatrical frame and asserting the film’s separation from it.

Cinema’s systematic exploitation of nineteenth‑century theatri‑
cal forms must not blind us to its fundamental break with theater. 
Griffith’s films are not melodramas; Griffith appropriates melodra‑
matic conventions to make films that place the viewer in an inti mate 
relationship, unavailable to a theater audience, with beings who find 
themselves both within and outside a world possessed of the spirit 
of melodrama. Griffith brings to the fore the encounters between the 
camera and the human subjects whose privacy it pene trates, encoun‑
ters for which melodrama knows no equivalent.

I have argued that it is an expression and a measure of Hitch‑
cock’s self‑consciousness that his films call for readings that inter‑
rogate each of the camera’s gestures by which his authorship de clares 
itself and our presence as viewers is acknowledged. In part, these 
gestures are declarations that the camera’s “nature” or “iden tity” or 
“being” is bound up with the distinction between the theat rical and 
the nontheatrical. Our understanding that someone in a movie is at 
a particular moment acting, or that he is simply being spontaneous, 
always rests on what might be called the camera’s tes timony. Murder! 
declares that this testimony must never be taken for granted. The 
camera’s framings may themselves, in effect, be theatrical: in sug‑
gesting that the camera has now penetrated its subject’s theatricality, 
the film’s author may even at this moment be taking us in. Hence, 
at another level, Murder!’s assertions of the camera are declarations 
that the world of the film is not fully real. What is real, the ending of 
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Murder! declares, is the film itself: these particular views with their 
active and passive aspects, the act of authorship and the acts of view‑
ing that these views reflect.

Hitchcock makes the interpenetration of theater and world his 
subject in the same stroke by which he acknowledges his own the‑
atricality as an issue and reflects on the enigmatic nature of the views 
that constitute a film. His work affirms what he called the “art of pure 
cinema.” Yet he breaks with those films that do not de clare them‑
selves as films. But how can Hitchcock’s films acknowl edge their own 
capacity for theatricality while remaining faithful to film’s break with 
theater? How can Hitchcock’s camera declare itself with authority, 
when part of what it has to declare is its own capacity for deception?

Throughout my readings of The Lodger and Murder! a distinc tion 
between two aspects of the camera’s agency has been implicit. Within 

the real world, the camera represents the author’s act of di recting 
its framings, choosing the views to be presented to us. The camera 
is the instrument of a real relationship between author and viewer. 
Following Griffith, movies are designed to arouse the viewer, to make 
the viewer emotional. The film’s author subjects the viewer to his 
power. Within the world of the film, the camera has the power to 
penetrate its subjects’ privacy, without their knowledge or authoriza‑
tion. Furthermore, it represents the author who creates and animates 
that world and presides over its “acci dents,” who wields a power of 
life and death over the camera’s sub jects. In part, Hitchcock designs 
the world of the film so that events mirror the secret fantasies of the 
beings who dwell within it. Events implicate the camera’s subjects as 
though they were characters in a play or as though reality were only 
a dream. The camera’s penetra tion of its subjects’ privacy, combined 
with this control over accidents, gives the author what I have called 
godlike power.

But he is also impotent. Insofar as his place is behind the cam‑
era, he represents only a haunting, ghostly presence within the world 
it frames. He has no body: no one can meet his gaze, he cannot 
satisfy himself sexually, he cannot even kill with his own hands. If 
the beings within the world of the film do not possess the author’s 
powers, they are also exempt from his impotence. Insofar as he is 
human, must he not harbor a wish to avenge himself on them for 
being spared his anguish? (I am not saying that the author does not 
love his creatures.) From the author’s point of view, the conven tional 
“happy ending” throws his own solitude into relief. The lovers’ final 
embrace frees them from his dominion, although it comes about 
only because he has arranged this world’s accidents with this end 
in view. A film that leaves its author unacknowledged, his feelings 
unexpressed, and his story untold also leaves his human desires 
unfulfilled and masks the inhuman, “mon strous” aspect of his role. 
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Hitchcock, I have said, always makes films in which he declares him‑
self. And his dedication to the art of pure cinema commits him to 
such declaration in principle. The Lodger and Murder! call upon us 
to acknowledge their author per sonally, but also to acknowledge his 
authorship and hence his art.

At one level, Hitchcock’s films declare themselves by telling the 
author’s story. Whatever else they may be. Hitchcock’s films, like 
Renoir’s and von Sternberg’s and Ford’s and Hawks’s and Welles’s, 
are also allegories of their own creation. One of the deepest func tions 
of Hitchcock’s Wrong One is to ground the film’s allegory in a human 
figure. The Wrong One, like the author, is barred from ful fillment 
within the world of the film. He cannot enter into a true marriage, 
and he can save his soul only by accepting the necessity of his final 
withdrawal from the human circle. Handel Fane takes responsibility 
for his own death by performing a gesture that allows the romantic 
couple to marry. Fane “crosses over to the other side,” with our bless‑
ing, and assumes a place beside the au thor, like Octave at the end 
of The Rules of the Game. But if the souls of some Wrong Ones are 
saved, others are not. Sir John never renounces the arrogant claim 
of authoring his own world. He is one of the figures who attempt to 
appropriate Hitchcock’s power with out abiding by the conditions of 
his authorship.

As Hitchcock turns his camera on his surrogates and agents, 
filming their human stories, his films also declare themselves by 
ac knowledging that, to the beings within the world of the film from 
whom his face is veiled, the author himself represents the threat 
of murderous violence. When the veil is lifted, an inhuman aspect 
is revealed. The Wrong One’s fate reminds us that the author’s 
as sumption of his place behind the camera is a symbolic death. And 
the centrality of murder within Hitchcock’s world reflects a wish for 
vengeance that is a natural expression of the author’s role, a re flection 
of the fantasies that motivate the author’s withdrawal. In part, it is 
by taking murder as a subject that Hitchcock’s films ac knowledge 
the conditions of their authorship and declare them selves as films.

Murder! does not call upon us to accept its world as real or as an 
alternative reality. Reality is reality. Hitchcock creates a film, not a 
world, when he authors Murder! But what of films that do not de clare 
themselves as films? Do they call upon their viewers to regard their 
worlds simply as real? I am inclined to say that, while view ing such 
films, the question of reality or nonreality does not arise, in the way 
that, while dreaming, the reality of the dream is not questioned 
(when that question does arise, the dreamer awakens). A dream is 
not a hallucinatory state that deceives one into believ ing that the 
unreal is real. A dream is not a delusion, and a film is not an illusion. 
Even a movie that does not declare itself does not usually delude 
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its viewer, but attempts to avoid having the ques tion of the reality 
of its world come up. Should that question none theless arise, rather 
than reflect on the real conditions of its making and viewing, such a 
film attempts to deny those conditions. An ex treme form this denial 
may take is to maintain that the world of the film, the world filmed 
and projected, is simply reality. But then we are no longer speaking 
about ordinary movies, but that species of documentary commonly 
referred to as cinema‑vérité, whose creed is that “truth” appears on 
screen only when the camera is brought out of the studio to confront 
reality spontaneously.

Yet cinema‑vérité derives its entire picture of being‑in‑the‑world 
from classical cinema. It is the old opposition between the theatri cal 
and the nontheatrical. Those human subjects with whom we “iden‑
tify” in a cinema‑vérité film appear alienated from the dis plays of 
theatricality—the nonspontaneous, the manipulative, the uncandid—
that surround them. This alienation makes them ap pear human even 
as it isolates them in the world: we recognize this humanity as the 
sign of the possibility of a human community that does not exist 
within the region of the world “documented” by the film.

Murder! declares that its camera represents a passive viewing pres‑
ence and a godlike agency. A cinema‑vérité film, on the con trary, 
denies that there is an invisible agency that directs the cam era’s 
subjects and scripts their words, or plots “accidents” in ac cordance 
with a secret design. It presents its views as neutrally and objectively 
captured. Of course, the cinema‑vérité film inscribes a fiction: the 
camera’s invisibility. In his dedication to minimizing this element 
of fiction, the cinema‑vérité filmmaker withholds him self from the 
world in order to film it. Stepping behind the camera may appear an 
act of perfect innocence and purity. But it represses, it does not over‑
come, the fantasy of power and murderousness that Murder! declares 
to be an inalienable constituent of authoring a film. The cinema‑véri‑
té filmmaker’s fantasy of virginity and impo tence has as its secret 
other face the fantasy of being author to the world, commanding it 
to unmask itself. Claiming exemption from responsibility for forging 
community within the world he is film ing, he trains the camera’s 
eye on that world, wreaking vengeance on it. These twin fantasies 
of omnipotence and impotence come to gether in cinema‑vérité’s 
underlying vision of a world condemned to a lack of human com‑
munity by virtue of the act of filming itself.

If a filmmaker intends to make a serious film about real human 
beings rather than “characters,” he must give his film a form that 
acknowledges the camera’s subjects as his equals, without deny‑
ing the real privileges and liabilities of his chosen place behind the 
camera. Whether it declares or denies its author’s implication in the 
condition of these subjects, it must acknowledge its authorship and 
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take responsibility for its testimony. If the author takes his own testi‑
mony for granted, or assumes that reality itself gives authority to his 
film, he stands exposed under the harsh light of Murder!’s critique. 
All films that tap the power first exploited by Griffith appear to us 
to be projected from within ourselves, even as we are subjected to 
these views from the outside. Their power cannot be accounted for 
without reflecting on the conditions of the act of making, and the 
act of viewing, a film.

Murder!, like every Hitchcock film, presents itself to us as a mys‑
tery, akin to the mystery of murder and the mystery of love. It de clares 
itself to be no more mysterious, but also no less, than we are to our‑
selves. Its mystery is the mystery of our own being as crea tures who 
are fated to be born, to love, to kill, to create, to destroy, and to die 
in a world in which we are at every moment alone even as we are 
joined in a human community that knows no tangible sign, a world 
we did not create and yet for which we are responsi ble. Or we might 
say that the mystery is that a film is made and viewed and a life is 
lived; yet both pass before us like dreams.

Hitchcock subjects us to his real power when he composes and 
realizes Murder! so as to elicit an emotional response. Murder! is the 
medium of the real relationship between Hitchcock and us, and the 
camera is the instrument of this relationship. For example, Hitch‑
cock assumes the mantle of the storyteller, the gripping power of 
his narratives enhanced by film’s power to weave a spell through 
visual rhythms and kinesthesia. But Murder! is not sim ply a machine 
constructed to affect passive viewers. Its creation is also a human 
gesture, which may or may not be sincere and may or may not be 
seriously meant. The film is an expression of Hitch cock’s individual, 
embodied human existence (it is, of course, also a product of an 
industrial system of production), Murder! is an ut terance animated, 
as it were, by a human soul.

But how can a film communicate to its viewers that it is au thored? 
After all, the camera has no voice (it frames its views in silence) 
and appears to have no body (it leaves no trace of itself within the 
frame). It might well seem that there is no natural human  capacity 
corresponding to film’s power of enabling the viewer to see with 
another’s eyes. Even if the author succeeds in giving the camera his 
own personal style, how can a film, through the instrument of the 
camera, call upon the viewer to acknowledge its author’s wish for 
acknowledgment? We might distinguish those films that call upon the 
viewer to recognize their authors from those that do not. We might 
make the further distinction between those films whose authors 
 present themselves only through a style, as it were theatrically, and 
those whose authors call for their work, and their humanity, to be 
authentically acknowledged. These last—and it is my premise that 
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Hitchcock’s films are among them—are films that acknowledge their 
viewers’ capacity for acknowledg ment. In calling for acknowledg‑
ment of their authorship, they also acknowledge the viewer as their 
author’s equal.

What “fact” could I discover that would undermine my convic tion 
that a human author stands behind Murder! and calls upon me to 
acknowledge him? I say I know Hitchcock through his films, with no 
fear of contradiction, although there are innumerable de tails of his 
biography I do not know, because it is his authorship that defines 
what I mean by “Hitchcock.” I take his work to circum scribe and 
sum up a human existence, even while it circumscribes and sums 
up an entire art. Of course, what I mean by “Hitchcock”—the cre‑
ator and creation of an authorship—cannot be separated from what 
Hitchcock’s films mean to me from the history of my encounters with 
them.

It is not hard for me, sitting at my typewriter, or no doubt for you, 
dozing over your page, to conjure an image of the portly Hitchcock, 
alone in his study, composing Murder! shot by shot. We imagine him 
imagining our reactions when we view the completed film projected 
on the screen. But does Hitchcock imagine us to be mind ful of him, 
mindful of his feelings as he steps behind the camera in his imagina‑
tion and, addressing his fantasies and ours, creates Murder!? Or does 
he imagine his viewers as subject to his power at every moment, but 
unwilling or unable to recognize him? If Hitchcock wields power over 
us, he is also impotent in the face of the possibility that we will fail 
to acknowledge him. He cannot openly express the pleasures and 
terrors of his role, cannot compel our rec ognition. Insofar as he is 
human, he must wish—whether con sciously or not—to avenge him‑
self on those viewers who fail to ac knowledge him. The fantasy of 
unleashing violence on the viewer who condemns him to his condi‑
tion of impotence is built into the conditions of his role.

The violence inscribed in the author’s role is not merely Hitch‑
cock’s alone. It is a condition of the art of film itself. On the other 
hand, Hitchcock has made this role his own, personally dedicating 
his life to his authorship. He is not willing to deny film’s capacity for 
violence or to disavow his own implication in it.

As I read Hitchcock’s films, they declare their intentions, which 
are honorable. His films invite us to enter into a relationship with 
him that is grounded in mutual acknowledgment, and in affirma‑
tion of the erotic bond that pure cinema has the power to forge. 
But on those viewers who do not acknowledge his art, Hitchcock 
avenges himself. Unread, its authorship unacknowledged, Mur der! is 
seductive, treacherous. Those viewers who wish simply to avail them‑
selves of its pleasures become the film’s victims. And Hitchcock is 
so contemptuous of those viewers who are unwilling or unable to 
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acknowledge him that he does not raise a hand to pre vent them from 

remaining oblivious of, or even enjoying, his films’ symbolic mur‑

der of them. Still, he does not always allow viewers such liberties. 

In Sabotage, for example, the author’s murderousness directs itself, 

shockingly, against an innocent boy and a little dog; in Stage Fright, 

Hitchcock’s capacity for deception is declared so decisively that every 

viewer inclined to take the camera for granted must be distressed; 

and in Psycho, he compels even the blindest viewer to bow before 

the terrifying power his camera commands.
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T
he years between Murder! (1930) and 
The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934) 

were troubled ones for Hitchcock. During this time, he made The Skin 

Game (1931), Rich and Strange (1932), Number Seven teen (1932), and 
Waltzes from Vienna (1933). Of these films, none is of particular 
interest except Rich and Strange, a film close to Hitchcock’s heart.

It is easy to like Rich and Strange, although, in my judgment, its 
execution does not equal its conception and the “writing” lacks the 
density characteristic of Hitchcock. The film appears sketchy and 
incomplete, the outline of a great work rather than a major one in 
and of itself. Yet it is a wonderful idea for a Hitchcock film. By a 
stroke of fortune, a couple whose marriage is reduced to the round 
of dreary routine is granted a voyage of adventure in which each 
rediscovers romance. Their relationship is threatened, but they fall 
in love with each other again and rededicate their marriage. At the 
conclusion of the film, they are back in the world of the ordinary, 
but that realm has been transfigured: and there is also the intima tion 
that they are now prepared to embark together on another “voyage 
of adventure”; they await the arrival of a child.

Rich and Strange, with its redemption of an ordinary marriage, 
casts Hitchcock’s other films, almost all of which concern protago nists 
who are single, in an unusual perspective. The film is an im portant 
precursor of The Awful Truth, The Philadelphia Story, The Lady Eve, 
Adam’s Rib, and the other American comedies of the thirties and 
forties that comprise the genre Stanley Cavell terms “the comedy 
of remarriage.”1 And within the context of Hitch cock’s work of this 
period, it bears a close and illuminating rela tionship to The Man Who 

Knew Too Much, which indeed can be viewed almost as its sequel. 
The later film opens on a couple bored with a marriage that appears 
held together only by the presence of a child. By a Hitchcockian 
“miracle,” their secret wish is granted—if in a decidedly unwished‑for 
way—when their daughter is kidnapped. Freed from this child, they 
are free to dissolve their mar riage, but they choose instead to join 
forces. In their victorious struggle to track down the kidnappers and 
rescue their daughter, husband and wife reconfirm their commitment 
to each other. The Man Who Knew Too Much ends with a marriage 
restored, like Rich and Strange. The family anticipated at the conclu‑
sion of the earlier film is rededicated.

The Man Who Knew Too Much is generally regarded as the film 
that sets Hitchcock back “on track.” I would not dispute this, al though 
it is far from a uniformly successful film. Its strongest pas sages, I 
believe, are those that center on the wife, Jill (Edna Best). (The Man 

Who Knew Too Much is one of the films in which Hitch cock’s sym‑
pathetic understanding of women is most strikingly manifest. He is 
commonly thought of as a misogynist, but this is a false indictment.)
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The film’s most celebrated passage is the Albert Hall sequence, 
one of the great set pieces in which Hitchcock places his art most 
theatrically on display. Jill arrives at the concert hall to try to fore‑
stall something frightful—she does not know what it is, but we know 
there is a plan to assassinate a foreign diplomat—from taking place. 
Hitchcock intercuts shots that detail her growing anxiety with a 
succession of views that together give us an overall picture of the 
public space of the hall, as the orchestra and chorus perform Wil‑
liam Walton’s Storm Cloud Cantata. One effect of this cutting is to 
allow the rising excitement of the music to reinforce and to serve as 
a metaphor for this woman’s private anguish. At the same time, the 
music serves as a metaphor for the power of the art of pure cinema 
on display in this passage. As Jill appears about to break down, the 
image goes out of focus to express her near loss of consciousness. 
When a focused image returns to the screen, we see a black curtain; 
then a pistol enters the frame and slowly turns toward the camera. 
Filmed this way, the gun appears conjured within, or projected onto, 
Jill’s fevered imagination. It is as if, for this gun to kill, she must first 
be possessed by this vision and then will the bullet to hit its mark. 
And for the diplomat to be saved, she must find within herself the 
power to deflect the bullet’s course, which she accomplishes by voic‑
ing a scream that distracts the as sassin and stops the concert. (Within 
the film as a whole, this presentation is deeply resonant. It invokes 
the opening, the marksman ship contest Jill loses when her daughter 
distracts her with an untimely cry. At one level, what this woman 
acknowledges by con juring her vision of the gun, what she exorcises 
when she screams, is her wish to avenge herself on the child she 
blames for binding her to her husband. What arises in place of this 
wish is a resolute determination to win her child back and to destroy 
her murderous antagonist.)

Jill’s extraordinary power and burden testify to her intimate attun‑
ement to Hitchcock’s camera and link her with Daisy and Daisy’s 
mother, with Diana Baring, and with Blackmail’s Alice. (The Albert 
Hall sequence is, in part, modeled on Blackmail’s climactic chase.) 
The weaknesses of The Man Who Knew Too Much can be summed up 
by saying that it has no male figure who is Jill’s equal and does not 
acknowledge the implications of this imbalance (the way Blackmail, 
for example, does). For one thing, the stature of Jill’s marksman antag‑
onist is diminished by Hitchcock’s intro duction of a second villain, a 
brilliant but perverted mastermind (Peter Lorre) who holds his hired 
gun in contempt. Lorre’s disdain for the marksman blunts the effect 
of the film’s most climactic mo ment, when Jill is once more pitted 
against her adversary and avenges her defeat. And Hitchcock seems 
confused by Fritz Lang’s inspired use of Peter Lorre in M; Lorre looks 
like a refugee from a Lang film, rather than a genuine Hitchcock villain.
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Then, too, Jill is married to a man (Leslie Banks) who is a carica‑
ture of a certain type of reserved Englishman. Despite the resources 
he discovers within himself in the course of the film, we do not 
be lieve that he will ever be capable of kindling his wife’s imagina‑
tion. In the fifties remake of The Man Who Knew Too Much, Hitch‑
cock redresses the imbalance between husband and wife by casting 
James Stewart in the Leslie Banks role. Stewart is capable of repre‑
senting as extreme a caricature of Americanness as Banks does of 
Englishness. But Stewart is also a great actor/personality, a deep and 
lasting subject for Hitchcock’s—and not only Hitchcock’s—camera. In 
this respect, what the 1934 The Man Who Knew Too Much lacks is a 
male protagonist in whom the audience may take a strong personal 
interest. It is above all this lack that Hitchcock ad dresses in his next 
film, of seminal importance to his work, The 39 Steps (1935).

The early sound era was a period of confusion, compounded by 
international political unrest and economic dislocation. The year 1934 
was a critical moment in the history of film. The institution of the Hays 
Office censors in Hollywood coincides with the onset of a new stability. 
By 1934, the landscape of the silent film was deci sively altered, and a 
new complex of genres, which to this day dominates Hollywood pro‑
duction, was established. Perhaps the film that most clearly reveals the 
new landscape is Capra’s It Hap pened One Night, the sensational hit 
that inaugurated the genre of the comedy of remarriage. Inseparable 
from the creation of such genres is the creation of a new type of star. 
A film such as It Happened One Night is unimaginable without stars 
such as Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert. The post‑1934 stars call 
for new modes of relation ship between the camera—hence the film’s 
author and the film’s viewers—and its human subjects.

In Hitchcock’s American films, such stars as Cary Grant, James 
Stewart, Ingrid Bergman, and Grace Kelly become important sub jects 
for his camera. These subjects provide him with the most pointed 
instances for raising and addressing the concerns that were always 
central to his work. The film in which he first discovers a deep sub‑
ject in the new kind of star is The 39 Steps. It is no accident that 
this is also the work by which he creates a new genre—the “Hitch‑
cock thriller”—that is able to hold its own with the other genres that 
dominate post‑1934 production, such as the comedy of remarriage.

The 39 Steps is a major achievement. In the figure of Hannay/
Donat, Hitchcock creates his first complete protagonist and figure 
of identification, the first of a long line of Hitchcock heroes. And it 
is the first Hitchcock film that “plays” as well as it “reads,” working 
flawlessly as theater as well as taking theater as its subject. Every 
role in this film is cast with compelling sensitivity to the nuances 
of real human types. In this film, Hitchcock makes judgments of his 
human subjects and calls for agreement with these judgments. First 
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and foremost, he calls upon us to accept his judg ment that Hannay/
Donat is a figure with whom we may identify. Those who accept this 
comprise Hitchcock’s audience. The 39 Steps is the first film in which 
Hitchcock calls forth an au thentic audience—one in which we gladly 
assume our place. And it is the film that first grants the world its 
abiding sense of Hitch cock as the “master of suspense.”

The 39 Steps insists on a continuity between its protag onist and 
the figure of the lodger. Yet Hannay/Donat also represents a deci‑
sive break with the lodger in the fundamental respect that, from the 
outset, Hitchcock wants us to recognize him as innocent, possessed 
of no dark secret. However, while we know everything we need to 
know about this figure to know that he is no mystery to us, we know 
next to nothing about him as a character: our faith that we know 
him and the camera’s respect for his privacy are inter twined. Hence, 
The 39 Steps is a bridge between The Lodger and the American films 
with stars such as Grant and Stewart. Within that unknownness that 
is inseparable from our “knowl edge” of 
a star, Hitchcock discovers a disturbing 
mystery. (It is only when he moves to 
America, and the idea of alienness takes 
on a poignant new aspect for him, that 
Hitchcock is prepared for this dialectical 
turn.)

The 39 Steps opens with a panning 
movement along an electric sign. Against 
a black background, flashing letters spell 
out the words “Music Hall,” announcing a 
setting (one to which the film returns at 
its climax) and a meta phor (the mood and 
tone of the film, and its organization as 
a series of “numbers” designed to enter‑
tain, continually draw inspiration from the 
music hall).

The next few shots echo the introduc‑
tion of the lodger. They follow a myste rious 
figure—we have no view of his face—into 
a theater and end with him ensconced in 
his seat, back to the camera, ready for the 
show to begin.

But when a few moments later the cam‑
era frames him frontally, we discover, not Ivor Novello’s anguished 
mask but the intelligent, humane face of Robert Donat, with its char‑
acteristic look of dispassionate amusement.

The break with The Lodger is declared. From this moment on, we 
accept The 39 Steps’ protagonist, Rich ard Hannay, as exempt from 

3.2
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the lodger’s anguish. Hannay’s assump‑
tion of his place at the center of the film’s 
narrative, like his assumption of his place 
in this theater audience, is allowed for by 
the grace with which Donat takes to being 
filmed. In the series of shots that open 
the film, our identification with Hannay/
Donat is secured.

When Hannay enters the theater, the 
music hall show commences, and Hitch‑
cock’s film likewise begins with the figure 
of Hannay and remains with him almost 

without a break. Hannay’s centrality allows the film its dimension 
of fantasy, as we share his exhilarating adventures. The camera does 
not come between us; rather, Hannay’s point of view is the regular 
medium of its “narration.” However, there are critical moments when 
it breaks with his perspective. And even in its ap propriation of Han‑
nay’s point of view the camera asserts a separa tion from him that is, 
paradoxically, a condition of his status as a figure of identification. 
We cannot understand the achievement of The 39 Steps if we assume 
that identification with a figure on the screen is merely an effect. Our 
bond with Hannay/Donat is no illusion caused by the workings of 
a mechanism. To acknowl edge this bond, we must be prepared to 
address such questions as who or what the camera reveals Donat to 
be, who or what Hannay is, what Hannay’s world is, and who or what 
we are, that we heed the call to imagine Donat in Hannay’s place. 
What imagining one self in another’s place comes to and what a figure 
of identification is are questions that underlie The 39 Steps and all of 
Hitchcock’s work. Two paradoxes might be singled out as at the heart 
of these matters. First, our identification is grounded in a distinct 
impression of Donat’s individuality, of what separates him from all 
other stars and allows us our clear sense of Hannay’s separateness 
from all other inhabitants of his world. How can recognition of this 
figure’s separateness be a condition of our imagining ourselves in 
his place, of identifying with him? Second, this identification cannot 
be accounted for by reference to what we know about this figure, 
because we know nothing about him that is not already conditioned 
by our identification.

At the moment we first see Hannay’s face, we discover that his 
place in this music hall audience is no mystery. Like us, he has paid 
his money and looks forward to enjoying a good show. Han nay’s role 
in The 39 Steps and his incarnation by Donat are linked to his role as 
music hall spectator. That role is like ours to the extent that the music 
hall corresponds to The 39 Steps itself (of course, the film declares 
its separation from the music hall even as it invokes it). The pos‑

3.3
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sibility of our imagining ourselves in Hannay’s place rests in part 
on this original link between his role and our own. Hannay is no 
ordinary spectator. Within the music hall audience, he stands out 
by his height, the ease and grace of his bearing, his well‑tailored 
coat. Mr. Memory comes to refer to him as a “gentleman,” and we 
might wish to say that Hannay stands higher in class than the rest of 
the audience. Yet Hannay is not upper‑class like Sir John. The only 
moment when anyone looks to Hannay with deference occurs when 
he is taken for someone else at a political rally. His class comes 
down to his being Robert Donat, and what class is that? Hannay’s 
identity as a Cana dian—that he is a visitor to London from Canada 
and that he is sin gle are about the only facts we ever glean from his 
biography—marks him as outside the rigid system of distinguishing 
Englishmen by class. At least this is part of the film’s myth about 
Han nay: that he is outside and by nature superior to class, that he 
is neither a representative of one particular class of Englishmen nor 
is he no Englishman at all.

Hannay enters the theater just in time. As he finds his seat, the 
orchestra starts up and there is applause. It is as if his arrival is the 
signal for the show to begin. This coincidence reminds us that, while 
it is Hannay’s entrance that allows Hitchcock’s film to get down to 
business, a music hall show can go on even if Hannay’s seat is not 
filled. No sooner does Hannay take his seat than there is a series of 
shots that steps back from his perspective to present a suc cession of 
vantages which together encompass a global view of the auditorium 
and allow us to be caught up with the show itself. Mr. Memory makes 
his entrance, following a respectful introduction (“Ladies and gentle‑
men, with your attention and permission it is my honor to introduce 
to you one of the most remarkable men in the world”). All present 
are entreated to test this man.

Mr. Memory’s act calls for him to handle hecklers as well as to 
field serious questions. He comes alive in a witty give‑and‑take in 
which wisecracks are exchanged and set off by real questions and 
true answers. It is essential to this passage, as I understand it, that 
Mr. Memory win us over. We must be amused and take him to per‑
sonify the spirit of the music hall. Mr. Memory’s act is a winning 
piece of theater and a testament to an absurd but moving devotion. 
The poignancy of the film’s ending, for example, requires that we 
be distracted from recollecting Mr. Memory until Hannay himself 
remembers him. Yet when, with Hannay, we do become mindful of 
this little man, we must be prepared to acknowledge both that we 
had stopped thinking about him and that he is truly memorable, that 
his spirit has been with us all along.

Hannay has a question. The global perspective is suspended as 
we are allowed our first view of his face. But another question is 
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recognized first, and the camera reframes 
to include this questioner along with Han‑
nay, who is amused by the whole scene. 
(Hannay sits in Mr. Memory’s audience 
and in that audience’s audience.)

When Mr. Memory finally recognizes 
Hannay, Hitchcock marks the occasion by 
a deep‑focus shot that joins the two men—
whose destinies, after all, are joined—in a 
single frame.

Han nay’s question is real (“How far 
is Win nipeg from Montreal?”), and Mr. 

Mem ory is more than equal to its challenge. Calling Hannay a gentle‑
man, he wel comes him as a visitor, granting him a special place in 
his audience. He makes a little joke (“Miss Winnie who, sir?”) and 
then gives the correct answer, ending with “Am I right, sir?” Han‑
nay’s “Quite right!” is an affirmation not only of Mr. Memory’s “fact,” 
but his whole performance and the form of theater he per sonifies. 
Amused and satisfied, Hannay claps his hands, calling upon others 
in the audience to applaud if they agree with his judg ment. Hannay 
does not act with an aristocrat’s prerogative to command applause. 
On the contrary, he gives expression to our own feeling, shared by 
those in this hall worthy of our community. Han nay’s acknowledg‑
ment of the man’s performance occasions an ex pression of approval 
that allows this audience momentarily to emerge as a community.

I take it that Hitchcock calls upon us to accept Hannay not only 
as a spectator, but as our full equal. It is not that, in the figure of 
Hannay, we believe we are viewing ourselves. Rather, we recognize 
in him a man whose testimony we would accept and whose com‑
pany we would gladly share. Hannay’s singleness within the world of 
the film—in this theater, he sits alone—binds him to our condi tion 
as viewers, whether or not we have entered the movie theater with 
a companion. Hannay’s presence meaningfully marks our ab sence 
from the world of the film, and our condition as viewers, for we see 
eye to eye. Hannay’s individuality and our sense of commu nity with 
him are crystallized in his gesture of stepping forward within Mr. 
Memory’s audience. The 39 Steps is a fantasy or allegory about the 
condition of spectatorship.

This expression of community is short‑lived. Heckling in the 
hall almost gets out of hand, and a fistfight breaks out. One of the 
most memorable images in the film is that of Mr. Memory in dis‑
tress, un able to make his voice heard above the din while the man 
who in troduced him—his respect for this “remarkable man” shows 
touchingly in the hurt expression on his face—speaks for him like a 
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ventriloquist. (The disruption is germane 
to the politics of the film, since it clearly 
alludes to fascist hooliganism.)

In an insert, a hand fires a gun as two 
shots ring out. The camera breaks with 
Hannay’s perspective to frame the film’s 
first declaration that there is a mystery in 
its world.

This break is ex tended in a series of 
shots that gives us a global view of the 
resulting chaos. When the camera does 
return to Han nay, it frames the “accident” 
by which he finds himself entwined in an 
un known woman’s arms, an apparent con‑
sequence of their separate efforts to find 
an exit.

Hannay leads the woman to the street, 
where she asks whether she can go home 
with him.

We later learn that it was this woman—
Annabella Smith—who fired the shots in 
the theater to escape from two men who 
are on her trail. Had she already selected 
Hannay to play a role in her escape and 
arranged the accident of their meeting? Or 
does she only hit on a way to escape when 
she finds herself al ready in his arms? We 
cannot say whether their meeting is only 
Hitchcock’s contrivance or this woman’s 
as well. It is clear that Annabella’s designa‑
tion of Hannay represents a “magical” 
intervention in his affairs, whether we 
imagine her as a knowing or unknowing 
agent of the author. This is not to say, of 
course, that she is not also a woman in 
desperate straits.

Hannay is designated by Annabella to play a role in some sce‑
nario. There is one and only one surface reading of her proposi tion. 
By inviting this stranger to take her home with him, she offers her‑
self sexually. Hannay’s reply (“Well, it’s your funeral”) registers his 
wariness, but these ironically prophetic words also declare that he 
understands what, at face value, her offer comes to. Annabella casts 
Hannay as a bachelor at home in the world of casual sexuality, a man 
who would gladly make love to her. And how does she cast herself? 
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She would like to go home with him, she says; she offers herself 
because she desires him.

Hannay’s acquiescence declares no specific intention or desire. 
His “it’s your funeral” frankly registers his sense that, in allowing this 
woman to go home with him, he is not so far making any per sonal 
commitment at all. He makes himself available and at the same time 
defers a decision, leaving his options open pending the revelation 
of her intentions. He neither reveals nor conceals a sce nario of his 
own.2 His reply raises specific questions about his life (for example, 
what is his history of sexual experience?) and his pri vate feelings (for 
example, has this woman aroused his desire?). It is fundamental to 
our mode of identification with Hannay that we do not know, and 
never learn, the answers to such questions.

Hannay’s sexuality and privacy locate the limits of his identity as 
a character. We might say that Hannay is not really a character to 
us at all (any more than we are primarily characters to ourselves). 
Oth erwise, this exchange with Annabella and the scene that follows 
would undermine our conviction that we know him. Hannay’s with‑
holding of himself, coupled with our ignorance of his biogra phy and 
our inability to read his thoughts or feelings, would make us skeptical 
about his intentions. But this passage, on the contrary, assumes and 
reinforces our faith in Hannay. We know nothing and learn nothing 
to awaken us to skepticism about him. Almost all we know is that 
there is nothing essential that we do not know. Of course, this belief 
could be challenged. Indeed, if Annabella’s sce nario were played out, 
Hannay would stand before us revealed as a character. A moment 
would arise at which he would have to accept responsibility for his 
role or else refuse to continue to play it; he would have to declare 
his intentions, and we would discover his passion or have reason to 
condemn his impassivity. But the film systematically forestalls any 
development that would force Hannay to reveal his character or his 
sexuality. When they first arrive at his flat, he assumes the air of a 
man accustomed to entertaining women. But this reveals nothing. We 
never learn whether Anna bella’s scenario called for a scene of pas‑
sion and, if so, whether Hannay is prepared to play his part through 
to the end. He lights the stove to fry up a haddock fillet for his hungry 
guest. The sound of the gas catching fire startles her, and when the 
telephone rings, she reacts as though it spelled doom. Indeed, this 
ringing is a signal that renders her original scenario moot.

A condition of our identification with Hannay is that his situa‑
tion is at every moment intelligible to us, while our understanding of 
that situation does not rely on knowledge of his character or on his 
own testimony (which could always be false). He declares no desire 
or intention to Annabella (a question the film pointedly raises but 
never answers is whether he possesses desires at all); nor does he 
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declare himself to himself (this raises the question of whether he is 
capable of self‑deception); nor does he declare him self to the camera. 
Hannay makes no declarations and has none to make: this is part 
of what I mean by saying that Hannay is not a character. But it also 
reveals something about what the film de clares the camera’s relation‑
ship to Hannay to be. We accept the “fact” that Hannay possesses 
no secrets. A condition of this is that he appears completely unself‑
conscious in the frame: he neither openly addresses the camera nor 
avoids such address. Hannay’s in nocence cannot be separated from 
his apparent obliviousness of the camera’s framings, of his condi‑
tion as the camera’s subject. Unlike Sir John or the lodger, Hannay 
appears exempt from the need to choose between declaring and dis‑
sembling knowledge. The ease that is the most extraordinary feature 
of Robert Donat’s presence on the screen—Charles Laughton called 
him the most graceful of all actors—reflects the naturalness with 
which he takes to being filmed and, in turn, the unselfconscious‑
ness with which he accepts being within the world of the film. This 
figure is devoid of theatri cality, in the specific sense that we do not 
admit the possibility that he is putting on an act for the camera or for 
himself. Hannay’s ex emption from theatricality is a condition of his 
stepping forward within Mr. Memory’s audience. It allows for one of 
the basic strate gies of The 39 Steps. Hitchcock, the viewer, and Han‑
nay himself are free to take pleasure when events conspire to frame 
Hannay, without his knowledge or responsibility, so that he is called 
upon to act. It is before our very eyes that this spectator dis covers 
the exhilaration of acting: a mode of acting free from guilt, anguish, 
and theatricality.

Hannay’s acting is a matter of reacting within a situation of which 
he is no more the author than we. Every situation in which he finds 
himself is a trap set for him. It poses a problem he must solve on 
the spot. In every case, his solution takes the form of dis covering a 
role and performing it. Within the critical literature, there has been 
contention as to whether we should regard these roles as in or out of 
character for Hannay. But Hitchcock does not allow this issue to be 
settled. Hannay’s acting is improvisation. His individuality manifests 
itself through his performances, but we dis cover in them no passion 
other than for performance itself. Nor is there anything we discover 
about Hitchcock from these perform ances other than his capacity 
to set Hannay up so that, after each improvisation, he emerges in a 
place already prepared. Hannay is, unbeknownst to himself, Hitch‑
cock’s straight man. Hitchcock’s de sign for him coincides with his 
freedom to act. (There is a close relationship between Hannay, as 
incarnated by Donat, and Buster Keaton. Keaton’s gravity and poise, 
like Hannay’s grace, mark him as unselfconscious within the frame 
and the world of the film. Keaton’s world, like Hannay’s, is designed 
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to catch him unaware and compel him to act. We might say that 
Keaton’s wish for repose is also a wish to be exempt from the condi‑
tion of authorship and from having a self. Where Keaton’s situation 
differs from Hannay’s is that the author of the reminders addressed 
to Keaton, the author of the design of his world, is Keaton himself. 
Keaton is director and star of his films: like Chaplin, he is his own 
camera’s subject. The irony in Keaton’s comedy is that he must play 
his unselfconsciousness with a straight face because he is his own 
perfect straight man.)

Hannay’s exemption from theatricality is one of several aspects 
of the special relationship to the camera that specifically distin guish 
him from the figure of the lodger. For example, he does not pos‑
sess the lodger’s capacity to look at the camera. It is without an guish 
that Hannay takes to being filmed, and in turn he does not threaten 
the camera with his gaze. This reflects the further fact that Hannay’s 
gaze, within the world of the film, does not have the power of the 
lodger’s. And there is no view that incarnates Hannay’s desire. In 
turn, no one’s gaze has the same hold on Hannay that Daisy’s has 
on the lodger.

A cognate feature of Hannay’s presence within the world of the 
film is what might be called his “invisibility.” We can assume Han‑
nay’s point of view without pain, as we cannot assume the lodger’s, 

because Hannay does not threaten the 
camera’s invisibility, but rather partici‑
pates in it. When Hannay must enact an 
ordinary ano nymity on the train to avoid 
calling attention to himself—he is a fugi‑
tive and his picture is in the news paper—
the camera is put in the literal position of 
his eyes, so that within the frame the act of 
looking at Hannay and the act of looking 
at the camera coincide.

This is preceded by a view of Han nay 
warily stealing a half‑glance at the camera.

Surely, were this view of Han nay to fall 
into the hands of the other men in this 
compartment, all would be lost—Hannay 
would be rec ognized and caught. Yet the 
next shot of a man puffing a pipe, a trace of 
a smile on his lips, is from Hannay’s point 
of view and forces us to recognize that our 
incriminating view of Hannay indeed was 
possessed by one of these men.

The shock comes both from this shot’s 
retroactive disclosure and its ambiguity: 
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we cannot say whether or not this man’s 
smile is one of recognition. It turns out 
that he has not recognized Hannay. To 
such a gaze Hannay is, in eff ect, invis‑
ible. Hannay’s invisibility is his capacity 
to recede, to blend into the background. 
Hannay draws on his pro tean quality, 
which allows him to avoid jarring others 
out of their distracted as sumptions as to 
who he is, whenever he is called upon 
to perform an improvisa tion. It is illumi‑
nating to contrast Han nay, exempt from 
theatricality and capa ble of going unnoticed, with two attractive, 
charming Hitchcock protagonists who follow in his line: Laurence 
Olivier in Rebecca and Cary Grant in Suspicion, Notori ous, To Catch 

a Thief, and North by Northwest.

Olivier has a genius for cloaking himself in a character’s singular 
style and manner. In his best film roles, he plays characters who 
partake of this genius, in whatever guise. The challenge for Olivier is 
in rendering the guise, whether he is playing a frankly theatrical fig‑
ure known to the world as an actor (as in The Entertainer) or a man 
who deceives the world into mistaking his dissembling for sincerity 
(as in Richard III). In Rebecca, he plays a third type: a man who 
holds his extraordinary powers of acting in check. Olivier’s particu‑
lar genius makes him perfect for this romantic role. We can believe 
that his theatricality cuts so deep that he does not know where his 
role playing ends and his true self begins; at the cost of withholding 
himself from humanity, he bars himself from all inti macy for fear  
of being insincere. Rebecca calls upon Olivier to project an  enigmatic, 
inhuman coldness that must strike us as no mere act, as though 
his gaze has the power to kill. Yet the film calls upon us, in the  
end, to accept him as an innocent who has fallen under a terrible 
curse.

If Hannay’s exemption from theatricality distinguishes him from 
the Olivier figure in Rebecca, his invisibility separates him from that 
archetypal Hitchcock figure who nonetheless so clearly derives from 
him, Cary Grant. If there is a picture of Cary Grant in the news‑
paper, someone is sure to recognize him, as in Suspicion and North 

by Northwest. Grant is too striking to go unnoticed or to sit within Mr. 
Memory’s audience. It is not that Grant plays actors the way Olivier 
does, however. In North by Northwest, the villainous Vandam calls 
him an actor (“You make this very room a theater”), but he does not 
know that Grant is who he claims to be.

In his discussion of North by Northwest, Robin Wood describes 
the introduction of the protagonist.
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The film begins with shots of New York traffic and New York crowds. . . . From 
this emerges Roger Thomhill, dictating to his secretary on his way home. . . . In 
an exposition of masterly compression we learn all the essential things about 
him: he is brash, fast‑talking, overconfident on the surface; entirely irresponsible 
and inconsiderate of others . . . a heavy drinker; a divorce . . . surprisingly 
dominated by his mother. . . . Indeed, he is a man who lives purely on the 
surface. . . . A modern city Everyman. (Wood 1970, 109–10)

Wood’s list of the essentials leaves out what North by Northwest 

insists is most essential about Thornhill: he is Cary Grant. By 1959, 
Cary Grant’s face had long since become an icon; the film is filled 
with references to its familiarity. But a feature of Grant’s face that 
had always been essential to its meaning on the screen is equally in 
evidence in North by Northwest: its great beauty. Grant’s beauty is not 
an institution like John Barrymore’s (Barrymore displays his beauty 
theatrically every time he turns his profile to the camera), nor is it 
to be relished in soft focus, like Gary Cooper’s. It is as if Grant has 
made a pact with the camera: his face may be filmed as long as the 
camera does not stare long and hard at it or let its focus go soft. And 
this corresponds to a pact he appears to have made with the world; 
others may view him as long as they do not display their desire for 
him; in return, he will not display his feelings. Yet Grant finds himself 
continually gazed upon in ways that perplex and disturb him. He has 
a whole repertory of ways of addressing others’ uncircumspect looks, 
and an equal repertory of ways of ad dressing the camera’s gaze.3

I have already cited the chilling moment in Suspicion when Grant 
looks right into the camera and we are compelled to admit that we 
do not know whether he is a murderer. We know that there is some‑
thing on his mind, that he has some secret design we cannot fathom. 
All the pre‑Hitchcock films that develop and explore Grant’s screen 
persona, even remarriage comedies such as The Awful Truth, Bring

ing Up Baby, His Girl Friday, and The Philadelphia Story, play on 
our dark suspicion that Grant may be murder ous by nature. And 
the much‑maligned ending of Suspicion, as I read it, does not claim 
that Grant could not possibly kill, although it also does not claim 
to unmask him as a murderer. The film declares that our suspicion 
about this man can never be divorced from our un derstanding of 
who he is. And Hitchcock’s subsequent films sustain this subtle posi‑
tion toward Grant. In Notorious, for example, Grant’s silence reveals 
his love for Alicia, but also has a murder ous aspect: if she dies, he 
will be as responsible as Sebastian. And when, in North by Northwest, 
Roger deliberately makes Vandam suspicious of Eve, he takes plea‑
sure in the knowledge that he may be costing this woman her life.

Grant’s looks to the camera can also be comical. When Grant, 
unable to get a word in edgewise, tilts his head and looks right at 
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the camera, he calls upon us to share his indignation until his pres‑
ence is noted. This look bespeaks impotence, but it also suggests—is 
this suggestion only a bluff?—that he possesses a power he is hold‑
ing in check. If those present are fools enough not to heed this look, 
Grant may have recourse to his famous whinny, which suggests that 
his is the power of a raging stallion. But this whinny, by which he 
blows off steam, gives only the barest suggestion of the explosion 
that would ensue should even this signal be ignored. His whinny 
unheeded, he may burst out in a display of anger that is at the same 
time an absurdly childish tantrum and a genuinely alarming signal 
that, should he be really aroused, unimaginable violence must be 
released.

After the telephone rings, Annabella gives Hannay a tantalizing 
fragment of her story. She fired the shots in the music hall. She is a 
secret agent being trailed by two men directed by a sinister master‑
mind—he is missing the top joint of his little finger—in the employ 
of a sovereign government, who plans to smuggle Air Ministry secrets 
out of England. At first, Hannay treats her as if she were joking or 
suffering from “persecution mania.” But when she wagers that the 
two men are on the street outside, he goes to look out the window 
in another room, and he carries a knife and hugs the shadowed wall. 
When he returns, he admits that she wins. Even now, he may not 
believe her completely, but that she has a story he accepts as a fact.

The ringing telephone awakens Annabella to the reality of the 
situation. In her story, she preserves an air of mystery. But this is 
overshadowed by the mystery of her antagonist, whose brilliance 
blinds her, whose ruthlessness awes her, whose power to act with 
the speed of thought fills her with terror. The telephone is this fig‑
ure’s reminder to Annabella of his real powder over her. It signals a 
halt to the unfolding of her scenario and announces that his script—
which calls for her to die—has superseded hers. But if the ring ing 
telephone is a signal to Annabella that her nightmare is real, it is 
also Hitchcock’s signal to us that we are viewing a film, that these 
events have an author. The author’s scenario supersedes even that 
of Annabella’s antagonist. For a dying Annabella is soon to pass her 
struggle on to the unwitting Hannay, who is destined to defeat that 
monstrous figure.

Hannay asks Annabella what she wishes to do next. She replies 
that she wants first of all to get a good night’s rest. With this re mark, 
she voids her original invitation to Hannay to seduce her. He abides 
by this condition and settles down to a night’s solitary “shakedown 
on the couch.” In these changed circumstances, the issues about 
Hannay’s sexuality and his character are not to be pressed. The 
image fades out. The scene next fades in on an open window, cur‑
tains flapping in the night breeze. Hannay awakens to this disquieting 
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sight and sound. This is the first of a series of awak enings to reality 
that, at one level, comprises the remainder of the film. Hannay next 
“awakens,” for example, to the sight of Anna bella staggering in from 
the bedroom, a map clutched in her hand, the knife we last saw in 
Hannay’s hand protruding from her back. She falls forward, saying 
only, “Clear out, Hannay, they’ll get you next!”

Our impression that Hannay has awakened not from but into a 
dream is intensified when the camera zeroes in to frame the dead 

woman’s arm. (Compare the presenta‑
tion of Alice’s hallucinations in Blackmail. 
Wherever she looks, she sees the dead art‑
ist’s outstretched arm.) But then Hannay 
“awakens” again, this time to the alarm ing 
ringing of the telephone. The repetition of 
the signal has an uncanny effect. When 
he looks out the window, he sees what he 
knows he must see: the two men are still 
there, and one is in the phone booth on 
the corner. This view alerts Hannay to the 
reality that this sig nal is meant for him. It 

announces that Annabella’s nightmare is now his, that the dream into 
which he has awakened is reality. These men really are out there; the 
man missing his little finger is real; Annabella is really dead.

If Hannay’s sleep somehow allows Annabella’s death, is this sleep 
guilty? Our initial impression is that Annabella’s death is dreamed or 
imagined by Hannay. Then we realize that it is real. Has Hitchcock 
exercised his power to make reality coincide with the wish of a being 
who dwells within the world of the film? This is a Hitchcock film: that 
Annabella’s murder is real counts neither for nor against the pos‑
sibility that it is Hannay’s projection or that it fulfills Hannay’s wish. 
Have the Professor’s agents, as it were, per formed Hannay’s murder 
for him, perhaps to demonstrate to him that he, too, is murderous 
by nature? To this must be added another possibility: that Hannay 
himself murders Annabella in his sleep. Perhaps Hannay possesses 
a murderous “inner self” of which he represses all consciousness, a 
self that is liberated by his sleep. (The open window does not prove 
that the murderer entered from “out there.” And the presence of the 
two men on the street when Han nay looks out the window could be 
taken as evidence that, between the time Hannay first viewed these 
men and now, they have not moved.)

John Smith, in his reading of The 39 Steps, sees Han nay’s sleep as 
guilty. Annabella’s death, he argues, is an expressionistic rendering 
of Hannay’s “evil” impulses (Smith 1972, 65–66). But I read this pas‑
sage as reaffirming Hannay’s innocence. Hannay is not the author 
of the reality to which he awakens, not implicated in the events that 
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are unfolding. I take it that Hitchcock films the murder of Annabella 
without showing it and without giving Hannay an alibi in order that 
we may recognize that our belief in Hannay’s in nocence rests on faith 
and stands in need of no further evidence. Our faith in Hannay is 
also our faith in Hitchcock’s narration, and both are vindicated by 
later events.

Hannay embarks on a project. It contrasts with those of the lodger 
and Sir John, however. For one thing, it amounts only to this, that 
he follow Annabella’s itinerary to a town in Scotland and seek out 
the man she was to see. He has no further plans. He has come into 
possession of a fragment of a script he has not authored. The lodger’s 
project is, at one level, the authorship of a script, one that defines 
a struggle against the Avenger and an internal struggle. But if the 
lodger’s self—in the eyes of the world and in his own eyes—is at 
stake, Hannay’s self is not at issue in his project. True, he sets out 
to clear himself in the eyes of the world. But he and Mr. Mem ory 
are the only witnesses we have encountered whose testimony mat‑
ters, and they have already passed their judgment on Hannay, as we 
have. Hannay’s trip to Scotland is not a spiritual journey or a rite of 
passage. Exempt from the struggle for selfhood, we might say that 
Hannay is exempt from having a self, as he is exempt from having 
the identity of a character. Or we might say that Hannay ful fills our 
dream of possessing a self that is completely secure. He has nothing 
to prove to himself, and he has no family, no past, no work that is 
real within the film, no entangling relationships, no commit ments of 
any kind. He can face death without anguish, for he would depart 
from the world free of guilt, free of unfulfilled responsibil ities.

Hannay owes nothing to Annabella: she died as she had lived. He 
would betray no one if he did not go to Scotland. Nor is his proj‑
ect a quest for vengeance since he has no special hatred of Anna‑
bella’s killers. And he is not committed morally. Perhaps the lives of 
thou sands depend on Hannay, but The 39 Steps is unlike Sab otage, 
for instance, in that the consequences of the villain’s plan are not 
detailed at all—the “Air Ministry secrets” are undisclosed. Also, Han‑
nay does not come into a sense of responsibility as events unfold, 
as does, say, Roger Thornhill in North by Northwest or Robert Tisdall 
in Young and Innocent. This is not to say that Hannay remains unaf‑
fected by the events chronicled in the film. He does experience a 
series of awakenings. But these do not add up to a conversion: there 
is no article of faith he comes into or loses. He receives no edifica‑
tion, but then again he stands in need of none: Hannay is perfectly 
all right as he is.

Can we think of Hannay as undertaking to save England or, per‑
haps, the English political system? Hannay goes on to make a speech 
at a po litical rally in which he describes the kind of world he would 
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like to see: a world at peace, presided over by trust and human feel‑
ings. But this vision does not simply translate into support for Eng‑
land. After all, the English authorities also stand in Hannay’s way. 
The film clearly sides with Hannay against his antagonist (although 
Hitchcock also identifies with that villainous figure). The 39 Steps is 
silent on its alignment to the forces within the real political landscape 
of its time. In this respect it differs from The Lady Vanishes, made 
on the eve of the war, which through its irony calls upon England to 
act decisively against Germany; and from Saboteur, made in America 
during the war, which commits it self to the struggle against Nazism.

In Hitchcock’s films, Nazis are joined in a struggle to destroy all 
community. The 39 Steps never says whether its villain is in league 
with others who share his vision or works in intellectual isolation 
(his two agents are not his equals). We might call him a “proto‑Nazi,” 
a lone prophet of the Nazi organizations of Saboteur, Lifeboat, and 
Notorious. After the war, Hitchcock must aban don the useful figure 
of the Nazi. By the time of Stage Fright and Strangers on a Train, his 
villains have decisively fallen back on their original isolation. They 
know they must reconcile themselves to the death of the dream of 
Nazi conquest; they know their isolated murderous acts can no lon‑
ger keep that dream alive.

The 39 Steps also breaks with John Buchan’s novel by not identify‑
ing the enemy as Germany. Buchan’s picture of man kind allows for 
two races: the truly human, at best an Englishman, and the nonhu‑
man alien, at worst a German. An extremely dedi cated and crafty 
German might mask his alienness, given that En glishmen are prone 
to distraction and often take for granted that things are as they seem. 
But we—Buchan’s novels, written in En glish, are by and for the truly 
human race—possess the power to recognize alienness if we con‑
centrate. Once perceived as what it is, an alien trying to pass is a 
loathsome spectacle, and the killing of one is not murder. It must 
be emphasized that Hitchcock has no sympathy with this picture. 
(Buchan’s picture of the German, of course, coincides with a certain 
German, and not only German, pic ture of the Jew: his novels are 
notorious for their anti‑Semitism.) In deed, Hitchcock’s film mocks 
Buchan’s book. Consider, for exam ple, how he undermines Buchan’s 
climactic unmasking scene. Hitchcock makes Hannay’s antagonist a 
natural Englishman, not an alien (his Englishness stands out for his 
living among Scotsmen). Buchan’s alien has eyes that hood like a 
hawk’s. Hitchcock gives his villainous Cambridge professor a physical 
mark as well, but the missing little finger derides Buchan’s belief that 
elements that de file society’s purity can be recognized and destroyed. 
And, indeed, Hannay does not unmask the Professor; the Professor 
unmasks himself in a stunning theatrical gesture that catches Han‑
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nay and us by surprise. Hitchcock’s Hannay, unaided, is no match 

for his an tagonist.

Hannay is no patriot, but The 39 Steps does not directly challenge 

the rhetoric of patriotism as do, say, Notorious and Topaz. Whether 

Hannay feels he owes allegiance to England is never allowed to come 

to an issue. The gesture by which he clears himself also saves Eng‑

land, and so patriots have no occasion to query his motives. Does The 

39 Steps at least affirm a democratic credo? To answer this question, 

it would be necessary to analyze in detail the speech Hannay gives 

at the political rally. I will confine myself here to a brief remark. 

The indifference of the crowd is overcome by Hannay’s rousing ora‑

tion, which even shakes Hannay out of his impassivity. But does this 

speech attain its effect by communicating an inspiring vision of com‑

munity, or does his success simply testify to the power of theater, a 

power any demagogue could tap? Whether we take The 39 Steps to 

endorse or mock the English political system, and whether we take it 

to affirm or deny the dream of community attained through rea soned 

conversation, depends in part on what we take Hannay’s re lationship 

to his audience to be when he delivers the speech. The performance 

that forges this gathering into a semblance of community at the same 

time isolates Hannay. As in the music hall, he is set apart from the 

citizens gathered. But at this moment he does not step forward from 

within an audience. Rather, Mr. Memory’s place on stage is handed 

to him, and he has no choice but to appropriate it. The question of 

whether The 39 Steps is a tribute to the myth of democracy or an 

affront to it, then, returns us to Mr. Mem ory’s theater and to Han‑

nay’s calling.

There are many kinds of thriller. Some approach romantic com‑

edy, as does The 39 Steps. Others approach the horror him, as does 

Psycho. Some center on the adventures of a man seek ing to com‑

plete an extraordinary project, and others on the night marish travails 

of a woman caught within a fiend’s coils. Whether the thriller, in 

all of its forms, constitutes a true genre and whether the Hitchcock 

thriller is a genre unto itself are important critical issues. Perhaps at 

the most basic level we think of a thriller as be ginning with a man 

suddenly and without warning plucked from an existence in which 

he is bound—but also protected—by all the rules and constraints of 

ordinary life, and thrust into a world of ex citement, romance, and ter‑

ror. This description holds for the Eric Ambler spy novel, but not for 

The 39 Steps. Hannay is not plucked from the realm of the ordinary 

when Annabella singles him out. From the moment he enters the 

music hall—this is also the moment he is designated by Hitchcock’s 

camera—he is already free from the ordinary. Hannay’s original con‑

dition is freedom. In this he differs from the lodger, who is already 
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burdened when we first encounter him with a project that makes him 
unfree. And even before the deaths of his sister and mother, he was 
bound to them. For the lodger, Hannay’s condition of freedom could 
only be a fan tasy, as it is only a fantasy to us. We acknowledge it as 
ours when we accept Hitchcock’s invitation to identify with Hannay. 
The fan tasy of The 39 Steps begins with the fantasy that we are free 
like Hannay, which coincides with the fantasy that Robert Donat’s 
grace is also our own. And it plays on the fantasy that, in a crowded 
theater, Annabella would single us out, asking to go home with us. 
But the film’s fantasy is also our fantasy of possessing Han nay’s call‑
ing, for which his freedom is a condition and to which he awakens as 
Hitchcock’s design reveals itself to him. Originally, Hannay is oblivi‑
ous of the reality that his world is authored and that the author has 
singled him out. He does not suspect that he leads a charmed life. 
He takes seriously every predicament in which he finds himself and 
performs every improvisation straight. Yet the value of his own life is 
not, to him, absolute. He is prepared to accept his death, should he 
recognize its imminence. At one level, our identification with Hannay 
is grounded in Hannay’s awakening to his calling and his graceful 
acceptance of it.

Not every Hitchcock protagonist partakes of Hannay’s grace. Con‑
sider, for example, Robert Tisdall in Young and Innocent. Accused 
of a murder he did not commit, he assumes that the “someone up 
there” who likes him will see to it that he is vindicated. He has no 
compunctions about manipulating the girl of the film’s title so that 
she falls in love with him and makes herself an accessory in his 
flight from the police. In the circumstances, his refusal to take his 
predicament seriously is self‑serving and callous. We are gratified 
when he is chastened in the course of the film. Only when Tisdall 
acknowledges the arrogance of his cavalier attitude toward his own 
salvation does Hitchcock let him off the hook and arrange for the 
real murderer to be unmasked. But it is not Tisdall who effects this 
unmasking. In an extraordinary gesture, a masterstroke, the camera 
transports us “magically.” We glide through the space of the Grand 
Hotel lobby, then through the space of the ballroom, until the cam era 
frames a jazz band in blackface performing “No One Can Like the 
Drummer Man.” Then the camera moves down and in until it isolates 
the drummer. It continues moving inexorably closer until it frames 
only his eye. The camera holds this framing until, unable to meet its 
unrelenting gaze, the eye flinches. The camera’s gaze itself provokes 
the telltale twitch that allows us to recognize the mur derer. In his 
despair, his drumbeat becomes so erratic that it dis rupts the whole 
band. Finally he breaks down and laughs mania cally, giving himself 
away. That is, the camera provokes the mur derer to unmask himself.
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Hannay’s next improvisation is called for right away. He is faced 
with the real problem of leaving the building without being spot‑
ted by the two men. Providentially, the milkman comes, cheerfully 
making his morning rounds. Hannay hits on the idea of borrowing 
his white coat as a disguise and explains his predicament. When his 
account meets with disbelief, Hannay is taken aback but then awak‑
ens to the need to make up a story. He asks the milkman whether 
he is married. “Don’t rub it in,” is the reply. Hannay then says that 
there is a married woman who lives upstairs. The intima tion is that 
he has spent the night with her and has to escape with out being 
observed by men planted by her suspicious husband. Saying, “I was 
just wanting to be told,” the milkman happily offers his coat and 
affirms their brotherhood (“You’d do the same for me some day”).

Has Hannay’s own disbelief simply come home to roost? But Han‑
nay never failed to recognize the clear ring of truth: Annabella did 
not tell him the truth at the outset and, indeed, never told him the 
whole truth. The milkman’s skepticism is not poetic justice. Yet there 
is a certain appropriateness to the story Hannay makes up. He casts 
himself in the same role in which Annabella cast him when she 
invited herself up to his flat. As I said, we do not know whether the 
role of “swinging bachelor” is or is not in character for Hannay. What 
Hannay has done is to size up the milkman. He shrewdly di vines his 
subscription to a certain familiar myth about marriage: that marriage 
spells the end of freedom for a man, that it is an insti tution that 
denies men sexual gratification. No sane man from within however 
happy a marriage would freely choose, if he had the decision to make 
all over again, to exchange his freedom for the married state. Mar‑
riage makes all men brothers. They must join hands not to over‑
throw the institution of marriage (such a revolu tionary step would be 
un‑English) but to keep the torch of male sex ual freedom burning.

From a strangely poignant shot of the milkman’s pony, patiently 
waiting for its master, Hitchcock dissolves to the railroad station, 
a “to scotland” sign prominent. Hannay is spotted at the last 
mo ment, but when the train pulls out he is safely on board, his 
pursu ers stymied. Then the camera breaks with his perspective. A 
woman’s head enters the foreground of the frame. A door opens in 
the background and she turns, opening her mouth to scream. But 
the sound we hear is a piercing whistle. With this, Hitchcock cuts 
to a train passing out of a tunnel, then dissolves to Hannay, viewed 
in profile, lost in thought. The camera pulls out to place him in the 
company of two corset salesmen (a fourth man in the compartment, 
a min ister, is disclosed in the next shot).

One effect of this surreal overlapping of sound and image—Hitch‑
cock first uses this device in Blackmail—is to deny the reality of the 
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separation be tween these places. The dis‑
solve links the maid’s discovery of Anna‑
bella’s body to Hannay’s imagination, as 
if he imagines or dreams what we have 
viewed; as if he is absorbed in the same 
scene that absorbs us, like Diana in her 
cell imagining her understudy’s third act 
entrance. Hannay’s awakening to the real‑
ity of the present feels to us like our awak‑
ening as well: this transition cre ates the 
impression that whatever has happened is 
now behind us, as if it were a dream. Real‑
ity’s momentary appear ance of unreality 
makes all the more stunning its reasser‑
tion of itself. And Hannay’s real situation is 
even more precarious than we might have 
thought. The police are convinced that 
he is the murderer, and his photograph 
is promi nently displayed in the newspa‑
per the minister is reading at this very 
moment. After the clergyman leaves, the 
sales men buy a paper to check on the rac‑
ing results. Until they are dis tracted by an 
advertisement that announces a competi‑
tor’s new line of brassieres, the only story 
in the paper that sustains their interest is 
the account of the murder. They subscribe 
to a mythology linked to, but distinct 
from, the milkman’s. They take for granted 
the guilt of the man in whose apartment 
the body was found. Men desire women; 
certain women play to this desire, exploit‑
ing it; some men, aroused, are violent. The 
milkman idealizes free male sexuality, but 
these men view the human male as sexu‑
ally depraved and the human female as 

predatory. And the minister’s withdrawal, before his departure, into 
an opaque silence that suggests a personal and institutional embar‑
rassment with the reality of human sexuality complements the sales‑
men’s cynical hypocrisy.

Following this encounter, Hannay has his first—and decidedly 
unfelicitous—meeting with Pamela (Madeleine Car roll), the woman 
who is to become his “love interest.” The train makes an un scheduled 
stop. Detectives come on board. Realizing that he must act quick‑
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ly, Hannay looks through the win dow of 
the nearest compartment and sees a lone 
woman, reading.

He bursts in and closes the door behind 
him. Thinking quickly, he says, “Darling, 
how lovely to see you!” There is a cut to 
the woman, who takes off her glasses and 
looks quizzical; then to a longer shot in 
which Hannay enters the frame, bends 
down, and appears to kiss her (their lips 
blocked from our view); then to a closer 
framing.

Her eyes, at first wide open, almost 
completely close. In an insert, we see her 
eyeglasses slip out of her hands. A detec‑
tive and then two uniformed policemen 
look in through the compartment window, 
and Hitchcock presents the clinch from 
their point of view. One says, “I wouldn’t 
mind having a free meal in there,” and 
they leave, fooled by another of Hannay’s 
improvisations.

Hannay’s intention is to present a view 
to the detectives whose privacy they will 
respect. Speaking in an urgent whis‑
per, Hannay now throws himself on the 
 woman’s mercy. “I was desper ate. I’m ter‑
ribly sorry. I had to do it. Look here, my 
name is Hannay. They’re after me. I swear 
I’m innocent. You’ve got to help me. I’ve 
got to keep free for the next few days.” But 
hearing a click, he looks up to discover 

3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

3.15



136 The 39 Steps

that a detective has entered. The detective 

asks the woman whether she has seen a 

man go by in the past couple of minutes. 
This is a moment of suspense for Hannay 

and for us. The tension is broken when she 

says, in a hard cold voice, “I believe this is 
the man you are looking for.”

When the stranger enters and forces 

himself on her, what do her widened eyes 
express? Does she think he is a rapist, a 

masher, a harmless clown? Is she sponta‑

neously drawn to him? Is she frightened? 
Of course, even if she believes Hannay’s 

story, she might feel obliged to hand him 

over to the authorities. Respect for the law 
could override sympathy for the plight of a 

desperate man perhaps wrongly accused. 

However, it is not regretfully that she turns 
him over to the police. Her pleasure is 

all too evident, and Hannay is surprised 

and angered by her apparent spitefulness. 
With a last protest of innocence, he breaks 

away. When the train stops on the Forth 

Bridge, he makes his escape.
But why is this woman so eager to turn Hannay in? The vehe‑

mence of her repudiation of him suggests that he has aroused her 

desire. The key to Hitchcock’s presentation is the image of Pamela’s 
face, her eyes shut as if in ecstasy, and the cut to her hands. When 

she relaxes her hold on her reading glasses, may we not imagine 

that she is transported by an erotic fantasy, that it is from a fantasy 
of making love that Hannay awakens her when he enters his plea? 

Then does she avenge herself on this man for daring to desire her 

or for denying desire for her? For awakening her desire or for refus‑
ing to fulfill it? In any case, her gesture is maddening. This woman 

stands in need of a comeuppance, a lesson in being human. If Han‑

nay were not now desperate, he would be tempted to even the score 
by administering this lesson himself. One way of compelling her to 

acknowledge her willful inhumanity in denying his innocence would 

be by putting on his own piece of theater, in which he plays with a 
vengeance the role in which she has already cast him, in which he 

compels her to acknowledge her sexuality by giving her a real fright 

and making her fall in love with him.
Is Hannay simply innocent in this encounter? Perhaps his 

im provisation reveals a desire that he, too, fails to acknowledge. But 

as with all of Hannay’s improvisations, there is no profit in pondering 
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whether he chooses a role that is in or out of character. There is this 
asymmetry in the sequence: as Hitchcock films their kiss, he gives 
no sign that Hannay’s desire is awakened, as he gives a sign that 
she has been aroused. What is unambiguous in Hannay’s behavior, 
I have suggested, is his astonishment and outrage in the face of the 
woman’s pleasure in turning him in. But didn’t his encounter with 
the milkman teach him not to expect anyone to believe the truth 
about his plight? When the milkman failed to react in the expected 
way, Hannay caught on and drew on his intuitive grasp of the way 
men do things to come up with a happy solution. But with Pamela 
he is at a loss. In general, with all women Hannay runs up against 
the limits of his powers of improvisation.

This trying encounter is closely related to several scenes in com‑
edies contemporaneous with The 39 Steps. For exam ple, Hannay’s 
improvisation recalls Clark Gable’s when faced with a similar prob‑
lem in It Happened One Night, the seminal work made the year 
before Hitchcock’s film. Under his direction, he and Claudette Col‑
bert stage a marital row to deflect the suspicion of the detectives on 
her trail. This is a pivotal moment in the film: the cou ple’s discovery 
of their mutual pleasure in collaborating on this piece of theater 
is what first transfigures their relationship. This ref erence precisely 
pinpoints the way the woman on the train fails Hannay. She refuses 
to allow herself to be animated by the spirit of the Gable/Colbert 
relationship (might we call this the spirit of com edy?). But perhaps 
the 1930s film with the encounter that corre sponds most closely to 
Hannay’s run‑in with the woman on the train is the Astaire/Rog‑
ers Swing Time. Misreading an innocent gesture, Rogers publicly 
rebukes Astaire. The theatrical excess of her reaction gets his goat. 
Having no pressing piece of business to oc cupy him, he is free to 
make it his top priority to even the score, and he throws himself 
wholeheartedly into the task of compelling her to acknowledge both 
his innocence and her own desire.

When Colbert provokes Gable to teach her a lesson in humanity, 
it is apparent to us from the outset that it is only a matter of time 
before they realize that they are in love. And it is equally apparent 
that Astaire and Rogers will come to recognize the futility of deny‑
ing that they are made for each other. But it is not in the same way 
apparent that, when the woman on the train spitefully turns Han‑
nay in, they are fated for love. At this moment in the film’s unfold‑
ing, we have no way of knowing what role romance and the spirit 
of comedy might play in this world. Pamela appears from out of the 
blue, like the milkman and the corset salesmen and the minister. This 
encounter seems to be just one of several that punctuate Han nay’s 
journey; there is no sign that it is destined to have a sequel. When 
she reappears at the political rally much later in the film, also out of 
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nowhere, it comes as a revelation that the film we are view ing might 
turn out to be a comedy.

A film such as It Happened One Night opens with an announce‑
ment that it is a comedy, that love will not finally be denied (of 
course, we don’t know what kind of comedy it is going to turn out 
to be; indeed, the world never before knew the genre of comedy 
that Capra’s film inaugurates). But even when Hannay’s love‑inter‑
est‑to‑be makes her entrance, we are not apprised that romance and 
comedy have reared their heads. One key to the originality of The 39 

Steps is its juxtaposition of a romantic relationship with ties to Hol‑
lywood comedies of remarriage such as Bringing Up Baby, The Awful 

Truth, and The Philadelphia Story with the world of a Hitchcock film, 
in which death, betrayal, mutilation, vengeance, madness, and terror 
are real threats. The crystallization of the Hitchcock thriller format 
in The 39 Steps, the creation of a film in whose world the spirits of 
comedy and romance are so tardy in an nouncing themselves, and in 
which their power and efficacy are at issue, is an important develop‑
ment within the evolution of the genres of popular film.

And it is an equally important development within the evolution 
of popular literary genres such as the spy thriller. Hitchcock’s film 
breaks with Buchan’s novel, which has no romance and precious 
little wit. And it breaks with the Eric Ambler novel of the thirties, in 
which comedy is denied and romance plays a completely differ ent 
role. In Ambler’s Journey into Fear, for example, marriage be longs 
to the realm of the ordinary from which the protagonist is plucked. 
An essential element of the fantasy world into which he is thrust is 
its promise of an erotic fulfillment impossible within mar riage, It is 
predictable that he meets a woman who almost succeeds in seduc‑
ing him, and equally predictable that he sees through her deceitful‑
ness just in time. When the events of the novel are over he returns, 
with mixed feelings, to his marriage and the only life that is real. 
The woman on the train awakens Hannay to a reality in which he is 
not the protagonist of an Ambler spy novel. Pamela is not Claudette 
Colbert, and she is not Annabella Smith.

The passage that follows the train escape is one of the most 
im portant in the film and among the most beautiful in all of Hitch‑
cock’s work. It begins with a series of shots of the treeless, rugged 
Scottish landscape, through which the solitary Hannay wends his way 
on foot. He comes to a crofter’s hut, where he once more plays a role. 
Posing as a motor mechanic looking for a job, Hannay discov ers that 
there is a newcomer to the neighborhood, a Cambridge pro fessor. 
Clearly, this Englishman is the man Hannay has come to Scotland 
to see. But there is no way to get to the other side of the loch today. 
It is almost dark, and there are no boats or cars or buses. He offers 
to pay for a night’s lodging, assuring the crofter that he can “eat the 



The 39 Steps 139

herring” and “sleep in the box bed.” This promises to be a night’s 
rest before Hannay completes his journey and meets the man who 
holds the key to the mystery. The crofter, John, is short of words, 
crafty, always thinking of ways of squeezing an extra penny’s profit, 
puritanical, and suspicious, particularly of Englishmen. A stereotype 
of the Scotsman, he adds local color and his presence is somehow 
reassuring.

Hannay hardly endears himself to John when he mistakes his 
wife—at the end of the sequence we learn that her name is Mar‑
garet—for his daughter. Margaret’s sweet innocence is as apparent as 
John’s dour harshness. She contrasts equally with the cold woman on 
the train. As John orders her about, we have a clear and dismaying 
picture of their whole relationship. John leaves, and Margaret shows 
Hannay his bed and begins to prepare supper. When he tells her 
how tired he is, she asks him to sit down. It is clear that he takes 
comfort in her simplicity, openness, and kind ness. But then a threat 
is revealed. There is a newspaper on the table, with some packages 
of food partly covering it. The reality of his situation returns to him: 
if there is an incriminating story in this paper too, he must keep it 
from being seen. Before he has a chance to see the headlines, how‑
ever, Margaret moves the whole pile and begins to set the table. This 
means that everything Hannay now goes on to say and do has, as one 
of its aims, jockeying into position to get a good look at the paper.

Hannay asks Margaret whether she has been in these parts long. It 
comes out that she is from Glasgow and misses the cinema pal aces, 
the women of fashion, and Saturday nights in the city. He as sures her 
that at supper he will tell her all about the cities he has seen. But 
she informs him that her husband would not approve of that: John 
believes that it is best not to think of such places and the wicked 
things that go on there. Then why not talk about them now? Hannay 
asks. He intervenes in this couple’s marriage, taking sides.

But why does Hannay speak this way? As I read the passage, one 
aspect of Hannay’s intention is to offer a piece of instruction. Mar‑
garet first asks whether it is true that women in the cities paint their 
toenails. We are overwhelmed—so is Hannay, we take it—by the poi‑
gnancy of this woman’s innocent dreams. Hannay is amused and 
fascinated by Margaret, as well as grateful for her company. And he 
believes that there is no evil in fashions or in movies or in a bit of 
flirtation, whatever John may believe. When Margaret’s sec ond ques‑
tion is whether London ladies look beautiful, his answer is, “They 
wouldn’t if you were beside them.” She replies, “You ought not to say 
that,” at which point John enters. Were it not for this interruption, we 
could imagine Hannay going on to defend his remark. He wishes to 
instruct Margaret about her rights. She should not allow her husband 
to make her ashamed, or fearful, of her fanta sies. She should not pas‑
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sively accept the conditions her husband has laid down. She should 
resent those terms and rebel.

If Hannay speaks from the heart, this is also another improvised 
performance. He plays the role of the sophisticated man of the world 
who knows the city and embodies the city’s allure. He steps forward 
as the personification of Margaret’s longing. Margaret is one of Hitch‑
cock’s girls on the threshold of womanhood. Hannay appears to her 
as the lodger to Daisy and Sir John to Diana. But she has already 
stepped into the trap of a marriage that denies her ro mantic dreams.

Hannay perceives that Margaret is not free. At this moment, he 
is—or so he believes—about to escape from his own private trap. 
After a good night’s rest, he hopes to travel the last few miles to 
the Professor’s house and there be delivered from his jeopardy. His 
teaching is, You, too, can be free. But Margaret’s situation is not 
Hannay’s. Freedom, for him, is the original condition he is about to 
reclaim; for her, freedom is only a dream. But does he understand 
this woman’s situation, and does he know who he is in her eyes? 
Though Hannay is touched by Margaret, even as he speaks he is also 
intent on reaching the newspaper. Part of him stands off from her, 
remaining vigilant. If he is speaking from the heart, he is also dis‑
tracting this woman with talk and winning her to his side so that, if 
it comes to it, she will not turn him in.

John enters the room on the words, 
“You ought not to say that,” but does not 
immediately announce himself. We see 
the suspicion on his face before he asks 
what Hannay ought not to have said. Han‑
nay replies evasively: “I was just telling 
your wife that I prefer living in town to 
the country.” John’s “God made the coun‑
try” puts an end to this line of talk. Han‑
nay asks John for his newspaper. Margaret 
turns on a lamp, and we see a story about 
the murder prominently displayed on the 
front page.

John asks Hannay his name—he iden‑
tifies himself as “Mr. Ham mond”—then 
asks him to put the paper down so he 
can speak the blessing over supper. Hitch‑
cock cuts to John as he begins the prayer: 
“Sanctify these bounteous mercies to us 
miserable sinners”; to Hannay, straining to 
read the newspaper story as John’s voice 
continues offscreen, “Oh Lord, make us 
truly thankful . . .”; and then to Margaret, 
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who is struck by the fixedness of Han‑
nay’s at tention and looks down, following 
his gaze to its object. “. . . for them and 
for all Thy manifold blessings . . .” At this 
point Hitchcock cuts to Margaret’s point of 
view: the newspaper. (Note the character‑
istic Hitchcockian joke, the “cold meat” on 
the top of the page.) “. . . and continually 
turn our hearts . . .” There is a cut back to 
Margaret. “. . . from wickedness . . .”

From her reaction, we re alize that 
Margaret intuits that “Mr. Hammond” is 
the fugitive accused of murder. There is 
a cut to Hannay, who recognizes that the 
truth has dawned on Margaret. He meets 
her gaze over John’s words, “. . . and from 
worldly things . . .”

Hannay silently mouths a plea for mercy 
and perhaps a protestation of innocence. 
An extraordi nary shot of John—he faces the 
camera, and his eyes shift right and left—
makes it clear that he knows that a silent 
communication is taking place between 
his wife and the stranger. Hitchcock cuts 
back to a three‑shot, as John views Hannay 
and Margaret surreptitiously.

We know that John’s thoughts at this 
moment hardly conform to the spirit of 
the prayer he speaks. And he is not wrong 
in thinking that an intimate communica‑
tion, from which he is deliberately exclud‑
ed, is taking place. And perhaps his wife 
does desire Hannay. But John’s suspicious 
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nature, his denial of his wife’s feelings, his 
failure to acknowledge her innocence, and 
his confinement of her to keep her from 
temptation leave her open to Hannay’s 
solicitation. John is a “miserable sinner” 
and well might he pray to be delivered 
from thoughts of “worldly things.” Even 
now, he sins by regarding his wife as a 
possession over which he stands guard. 
Worldly things are not, for Hitchcock, 
evil. What is evil, and a source of evil, is 
avoidance and denial of reality. One can‑
not escape the condition of being human 
by withdrawing from the world.

Saying “Amen,” John rises from the 
table, announcing that he forgot to lock 
the barn. (Again, Hitchcock embeds a kind 
of joke in a moment of the utmost gravity. 
John’s line invokes the countless “farmer’s 
daughter” stories that turn on the folly of 
locking the barn only after the horse has 
been stolen.) The camera follows him 
outside. He hesitates, as if recognizing the 
portent of what he is about to do. Then he 
goes over to the window and spies on his 
wife, dreading and secretly wishing to see 
a clear sign of her unfaithfulness.

The image of this man alone in the 
night, unable to keep himself from view‑
ing, viewing in anguish, is one of Hitch‑
cock’s darkest and most frightful visions.

To view, like John, locked in the spirit of 
revenge, is to be damned. John’s viewing 
contrasts absolutely with Hannay’s gesture 
of stepping forward within Mr. Memory’s 
audience, and with Margaret’s frequenting 
of Glasgow’s cinema palaces. And what of 
our own act of viewing? At this moment, 
the camera has broken away from its iden‑
tification with Hannay. We share John’s 
view of Hannay and Margaret, framed by 
the window.

While we comprehend John’s night‑
mare, it is not ours. We know that Hannay 
is telling Margaret his story and imploring 
her not to betray him. The scene fades out 
on the image of John, his suspicious eye 
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right on the camera, then fades in on Mar‑
garet lying in bed, her eyes wide open.

There is a cut to John. Feigning sleep, 
his eyes, too, are wide open.

The far‑off sound of a car horn is heard, 
evocative and deeply resonant. This sound 
assumes a place within Margaret’s roman‑
tic dream (it is the vehicle come to take 
them far away) and within her night‑
mare (it is the police, come to arrest the 
stranger). It is the nightmare that is real. 
Knowing what the sound threatens, she 
rises and goes to the other room to warn 
Hannay.

As Hannay is expressing his grati tude, 
John comes in on them, believing that he 
has caught them, as he puts it, “making 
love behind me back.” Hannay protests 
Margaret’s innocence of any such inten‑
tion. He realizes that John does not believe 
him and that he has put Margaret in a dif‑
ficult situation. She im plores him to go. 
“And leave you like this? No fear!”

At this charged moment, Hitchcock 
performs an extraordinary gesture. He cuts 
to a shot with the three in the back ground, 
viewed through the bars of the back of a 
chair, a perfect example of his //// motif.

With this signature shot, the author 
steps forward and declares the imprison‑
ment of these people. John is impris oned 
in his anguished, vengeful nature. Marga‑
ret is imprisoned in her marriage and can 
only dream of freedom (how can she leave 
her husband when his an guish is too ter‑
rible for him to bear alone and when she 
holds herself responsible for him?). And 
Hannay is no more free to save Margaret 
than she is to release John from his curse.

Within this frame, Margaret says, “It’s 
your chance of liberty.” Hannay begins to 
argue with John. “Look here, you don’t 
understand . . .” But he cannot finish his 
sentence. He had undertaken to instruct 
Margaret. Now he realizes that her under‑
standing exceeds his own. What is there 
about freedom that this woman does not 
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know? At this moment, it is Margaret who in structs Hannay. She 
helps him see that he must leave, even as she authorizes him to 
go. Hannay cannot free Margaret but, with her help, freedom can be 
within his grasp. Like Annabella Smith, she is an agent of the author, 
an instrument of Hitchcock’s will.

The frame flickers with the glare of headlights. The car horn 
sounds, now loud and close: urgent, insistent, alarming. It arouses 
Hannay, triggering him to improvise. He hits on the idea of telling 
John the truth: the police are after him: Margaret knew, hence their 
secret communication. John believes this story, although he is not 
really convinced that the stranger had no intention of stealing his 
wife or that they were not making love behind his back. Hannay 
offers to buy John’s silence, and John takes his money, apparently 
satisfied. The bargain struck, he goes out to meet the police, leaving 
Margaret and Hannay alone.

Margaret listens attentively to the muted voices coming from the 
other room. She reports that John is asking whether a reward is being 
offered, and predicts that he will turn Hannay in even though he 
accepted his money. She implores Hannay to leave at once, assuring 
him that John will “pray at” but not harm her. And she gives him 
an overcoat—John’s “Sunday best”—so that he won’t stand out too 
starkly against the landscape. Saying that he will always remember 

her, Hannay kisses her on the cheek and 
leaves. The sequence ends with a sus tained 
view of Margaret’s face, not quite in pro‑
file, framed against a black background.

This achingly beautiful image marks 
Margaret as the model for Rose in The 
Wrong Man and Judy/Madeleine in Ver

tigo. It haunts the whole film, counter‑
balancing the joyfulness of the opening 
and the cold brilliance of the Professor’s 
theatrical masterstroke. Its full depth, 
however, is disclosed only retroactively. 

Hannay does not allow himself to ques tion Margaret’s assurance that 
John will do no more than pray at her. But later in the film, Hitchcock 
reveals the dark truth to us. Margaret tells John that she gave the 
overcoat to the stranger, and he savagely beats her. We do not take 
this revelation to mean that Margaret underestimated her husband’s 
reaction. She knows full well that by helping Hannay she condemns 
herself not only to the death of her romantic dream but to violence 
at her husband’s hand. She denies this knowledge to Hannay so that 
he will leave and se cure his own freedom.

Thus, the disquieting power of this image derives in part from 
Hannay’s limitations. Hannay set out to instruct this woman about 
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freedom, only to find her instructing him. We do not doubt his sin‑
cerity when he assures her that he will always remember her. But 
can Hannay, who lives a charmed life, really understand Margaret’s 
gesture, which closes out her dream of freedom and accepts a hell ish 
marriage as her fate? Can he acknowledge her passion in the way 
Hitchcock calls upon us to do when he gives us access to this view 
of Margaret and subsequently reveals its implications to us? Margaret 
accepts the limits of Hannay’s capacity to acknowledge her when she 
authorizes him to take leave of her.

In the ensuing chase sequence, background music is used for 
the first time in the film. It combines with speeded‑up motion and 
pratfalling policemen to parody the conventional movie chase, and 
shatters the gravity of the preceding passage. (The parodistic chase 
music also reworks Mr. Memory’s theme, invoking the mood of the 
film’s opening and anticipating a later development, when Hannay 
will find himself unable to get the tune out of his head.)

When Hannay reaches the apparent safety of the Professor’s  
warm and convivial home (this is daughter Hillary’s birthday, and 
friends have dropped over after church), a second sudden shift adds 
to the sense of dissociation. Framed with his hand (wielding an 
elegant cigarette holder) conspicuously between them, the urbane 
Professor takes Han nay’s abrupt arrival 
in stride, calmly assuring him that they  
will talk as soon as he gets rid of the 
guests.

In the meantime, the Professor introduc‑
es “Mr. Hammond” to the party. Hannay 
believes that the Professor is An nabella’s 
ally and that he will explain everything to 
him, perhaps recruiting him in the cam‑
paign against the ruthless agent who is 
missing the top joint of his little finger. 
This corresponds to our ex pectation as well. 
Their meeting comes exactly at the halfway 
point of the film. We expect the second half 
to be taken up with an orga nized search for 
the villain, to climax in his unmasking and 
apprehension. But the Professor is planning 
a coup: in a few moments he will reveal to 
Hannay that he is the monstrous figure who 
acts so quickly and stops at nothing.

The Professor is called to the door. When 
he returns, his hand enters the frame and 
touches Hannay’s shoulder. Then the cam‑
era reframes to a two‑shot.
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The Professor explains in confi dential 
tones that he has sent the police away. 
Switching to a “public” voice, he says to 
Hannay, “Come and look at the view from 
this window, Mister Hammond. We’re 
rather proud of it.” So cued, Hitchcock 
gives us a view, framed by the window, of 
the fog‑enshrouded, expressionistic land‑
scape, the police and their dogs scurrying 
away.

The Professor’s jest in claiming author‑
ship of this view is in anticipation of his 
coming coup, when it is his own hand he 
will hold up for Hannay to view, un masking 
himself and asserting his secret identity as 
an author of views.

In the masterly long take that is the 
centerpiece of this sequence, Hannay 
and the Professor sit silently in the back‑
ground, facing the camera, their backs to 
the window. In the foreground, we see the 
edge of Hillary’s dress and part of her arm. 
We hear cynical banter off screen about the 
thrill of having a murderer in the vicinity, 

punctuated by the expressive gestures of Hillary’s hands, prominently 
displayed in the fore ground of the frame.

The fixed framing enforces our sense of the heartlessness of this 
chatter. Hitchcock does not show us any of the speakers’ faces, free‑
ing us to attend to the cutting edge of their words. And we are free to 
watch Hannay as he patiently endures the talk, and the Pro fessor as 
he waits for an opportunity to declare the party over. It is clear that 
the Professor is amused by the irony of these words spo ken in the 
presence of the ostensible murderer. The fact that the real murderer 
is also in the vicinity adds a level or irony we can recognize only in 

retrospect. Looking back, we realize that 
the Professor is amused that Hannay has 
walked into a trap and does not know it. 
But it is the camera’s framing, the singling 
out of Hillary’s hand, that is the cream of 
the jest. The Professor looks knowing, as if 
it were he who devised this brilliant fram‑
ing and were “rather proud” of presenting 
it to us. Yet it is he who is the real butt 
of the joke. Hannay is oblivious of the 
Profes sor’s design, but the Professor is no 
less oblivious than Hannay of Hitchcock’s, 
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which mandates Hannay’s miraculous 

escape and the Professor’s final defeat.
The Professor finally rises, saying, 

“There’s no hurry. Still, if you must go . . .” 

The camera begins to pull out. As the 
Professor ushers his guests to the door, 

the camera continues its movement out. 

By the time all the guests have departed, 
the Professor himself dis appears from our 

view behind the open door.

The camera has traversed the whole 
room, whose broad expanse now distances 

it from Hannay, who has not moved. He 

has become a small figure engulfed by this 
space, dwarfed by the huge window and 

its view of the moor. “Louisa my dear, if 

you’ll excuse us, Mister Hammond and I 
would like to have a chat before lunch.”

Hitchcock cuts to the door, which 

mo mentarily fills the whole frame. Clos‑
ing the door, the Professor reveals himself 

to our view. His hand turns the key in the 

lock and surreptitiously palms it, putting 
us on the alert.

Saying “Now Mister Hannay—I suppose 

it’s safe to call you by your real name now,” 
the Professor walks toward Hannay. “What 

about our mutual friend Annabella?” The 

Professor’s smile momentarily fal ters when 
Hannay replies, “She’s been murdered.” 

“Murdered? Oh, the Port land Mansions 

affair. What our friends outside are look‑
ing for you for.” He turns away from Han‑

nay and walks toward the foreground, the 
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camera reframing with his movement. On 
the words, “But why come all this way to 
Scotland to tell me about it?” the Profes sor 
completely eclipses Hannay in the frame.

We see, and see that Han nay does not 
see, the Professor give a momentary start 
on the words, “I be lieve she was com‑
ing to see you about some Air Ministry 
secrets. She was killed by a foreign agent 
who’s interested too.” Hannay sips his 
drink as the Professor turns to face him. 
“Did she tell you what the foreign agent 
looked like?” “Wasn’t time. Oh, there was 
one thing. Part of his little finger was miss‑
ing.” “Which one?” “This one, I think,” 
Hannay says, holding up his hand. “Sure 
it wasn’t . . . this one?” On these words, 
the Professor holds up his own hand. 
Then Hitchcock cuts to a close shot of the 
Pro fessor’s upraised hand, from Hannay’s 
point of view. This hand, which fills the 
screen, is missing the top joint of its little 
finger.

This is the most celebrated moment in 
the film. Everyone remembers it as a clas‑
sic example of the Hitchcock “thrill.” One 
need only think of the moment to recap‑
ture something of one’s original terror and 
the impulse, equally strong, to laugh out 
loud. This time the Professor authors and 
presents to Hannay a view that shocks and 
rivets him. Showing his hand, he unmasks 
himself as the ruth less and brilliant agent 
who will stop at nothing. When describing 
what hap pens in a film, we frequently find 
our selves identifying with the camera, say‑

ing, for example, “Now we see . . .” But the agency that presents us 
with this view cannot be thought of as “we.” The view imposes itself 
on us, disrupting and compelling our attention. It is Hitchcock, too, 
who is showing his hand.

Hannay’s smile freezes. His hand slowly dropping out of the frame, 
he looks up to meet the Professor’s gaze. In turn, the Professor looks 
expectant, a grin on his face.

The Professor’s grin is that of a hunter in the face of his prey. It 
expresses his delight at the turn of events. The Professor could not 
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have designed a more perfect trap. He grins 
in appreciation of For tune’s blind genius. 
If the Professor’s gesture unmasks him, it 
also claims to unmask the world. His grin 
declares that his hand, which bears the 
mark of his own nature, is also the perfect 
emblem for the divinity in whose place he 
has stepped forward. It celebrates his own 
brilliant gesture by which he appropriates 
Fortune’s turns, takes them up boldly into 
his own design, and claims this world’s 
authorship as his own.

The Professor’s grin declares his gesture 
to be theater. In this sense it is reassuring, 
in that it disavows any wish to do Hannay 
harm and insists that what has happened 
is not real. It is an invita tion for Hannay to 
acknowledge that his place is in the Pro‑
fessor’s audience. The Professor holds out 
a hand of friendship if only Han nay will 
accept membership in his brotherhood, 
if he will affirm their natures as one and 
the spirit of the Professor’s theater as also 
his own. But, of course, if this were really 
a world whose author is the Professor, there would be no escape 
for Hannay. The Professor’s gesture really announces his intention 
to murder him, whether he returns the grin or not. The Professor’s 
extended hand is a joke that mocks the helping hand of friendship. 
“You have come to the end of the road,” it says. “You are face to face 
with your own mur derer.”

If Hannay thinks that the Professor means him no harm or offers 
a way out, he is the Professor’s fool, a natural butt of the world’s 
ma lignant joke: the Professor’s grin is also a trap. For the spirit of the 
Professor’s theater is murderous. His creed is that life has no mean‑
ing; there is no human community; nothing is of value except the‑
atrical gestures that deny the world. The Professor’s theater affirms 
the world’s nothingness. Then does it matter at all whether Hannay 
grins back? Is the Professor’s grin an authentic call for acknowledg‑
ment, or does it disdain such merely human needs? If Hannay 
re turned the Professor’s grin or refused to do so, and the Professor 
responded to that stand, both their “characters” would be revealed. 
But it is not in the cards that we should learn whether it is within 
Hannay’s character to affirm the Professor’s theater. As in Hannay’s 
encounter with Annabella, a providential interruption deflects the 
course of events, and we never return to this moment of truth.
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A thud is heard, clearly echoing the 
sound that startled Anna bella when Han‑
nay turned on the gas jet. In the present 
context, we can hear this as alluding to the 
sound of a gallows, hence as a re minder of 
the true import of the Professor’s gesture 
(ironically, the death it really prophesies is 
the Professor’s own, not Hannay’s). It takes 
us a moment to recognize the sound as 
made by someone trying to open the door. 
His grin dropping, he turns his head and 
casts the camera a look of disapproval and 
frustration, then looks back at Hannay, 
evidently expecting him to share his own 
impatience at this interruption, before he 
goes over to unlock the door. Momentarily, 
his body ominously all but fills the frame.

The intrusion offends the Professor 
aesthetically, spoiling his exquisite per‑
formance, even as it gives the lie to the 
idea that he is too refined, too much the 
aesthete, to kill. The Professor knows that 
it is his wife, Louisa, who is respon sible 
for this intrusion of vulgar literalness. His 
look expresses a distaste for this woman—
perhaps it implies that women in general 
cannot rise to the de mands of art—which 
he assumes that Hannay shares. Instead 
of opening the door, the Professor only 
un locks it and then steps back to join 
Han nay in the region of the camera, out 
of the frame. By doing so, he appears to 
ex tend this stranger an extraordinary inti‑
macy, presenting him with his secret view 
of his wife. She opens the door and says, 
“Lunch is ready, dear,” in an icily cheery 
voice.

Nodding, she exits, the shot leaving us 
with a final haunting image.

This image of the Professor’s wife, with 
her back to the camera, her silhouette jux‑
taposed (in the frame‑within‑the‑frame of 
the doorway) with the //// of the staircase, 
the vase, and the painting hanging on 
the wall within whose frame we see only 
blackness, links her, formally, with the 
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stern Mother Superior in the prison visit 
sequence of Murder! (and, leaping ahead 
three decades, with Marnie’s view of her 
mother, descending the stairs, her thud‑
ding steps uncannily echoing the knocking 
that initiated the nightmare from which 
Marnie has just awakened.

This view, which the Professor shares 
with Hannay (and Hitchcock shares with 
us), invites a specific interpretation of his 
villainy. In the solitude of his study, he 
can escape from his wife and immerse 
himself in his fantasy of possessing the 
world. The globe that figures promi nently 
in several shots of this sequence stands 
in for the Professor’s wish to author the 
world, which is also his wish to prove that 
the world, as it exists, is nothing special.

But Louisa disdains her husband’s 
project. When she reenters the room a 
few moments later, visibly impatient, the 
globe and the Professor’s gun are placed 
in contiguity in the frame, as though they 
were one composite object.

Unperturbed by the sight of the gun, 
Louisa glares at her husband with con‑
tempt equal to that which she has for this 
uninvited guest to whom she obviously 
does not wish to serve lunch. The interpre‑
tation invited, then, is that the Professor’s 
traitorous project may be a displacement 
of his wish to mur der his wife, which in 
turn may be a wish to do violence to all 
women (hence the relentlessness of his 
designs on Annabella Smith).

Viewed in this light, the Professor is a 
clear descendant of the Avenger. Other interpretations of his villainy 
are possible, how ever. It must be kept in mind that we cannot simply 
assume that the Professor has presented Hannay with a “true” vision 
of his wife. Hannay would be a fool to assume that the Professor has 
really granted him an intimacy, has exposed himself in such a way. If 
the Professor is typical of Hitchcock’s villains in his cool elegance, he 
is unique in that his masterful manner never decisively breaks down. 
There is no moment at which Hitchcock unambiguously discloses 
either that the Professor is a monster with no soul, or, alternatively, 
that he is a pathetically tor mented, impotent creature.
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After Louisa’s departure, the Professor’s first words are, “Well. 
Mister Hannay. I’m afraid I’ve been guilty of leading you down the 
garden path.” Hannay replies, “It seems to be the wrong garden, all 
right” (surely no Eden, although the Professor’s name is Jordan and 
no one wants to cross him). The Professor explains that his exis tence 
would be jeopardized “if it became known that I’m not—what shall I 
say?—not what I seem.” He gratuitously informs Han nay that he has 
already obtained the Air Ministry secrets and is about to smuggle 
them out of the country. Then he makes an offer that is no offer at 
all: “Supposing that I left you alone with this re volver?”

It is at this point that Louisa again enters. When she goes, leaving 
the door ajar, the Professor asks. “Well, what do you think?” Han nay 
looks down and away, still not declaring himself. From his point of 
view, we see the open door, which promises no exit (the globe is 
again conspicuously placed in the frame). “Well. I’m afraid you leave 
me no alternative.” We cut to the Professor’s gun, which fires with 
a loud report. In medium long shot. Hannay starts, and his hand 

spontaneously goes to his heart. He looks 
up at the camera and almost seems on the 
verge of break ing into a smile.

Then his eyes close. The camera tilting 
down with him, he falls to the floor with 
a thud. The screen fades to black.

This blackness signifies Hannay’s death. 
Of course, after a moment, the narrative 
resumes. But when Hannay, alive, appears 
again on the screen, it is as if he has been 
reborn, his real death erased. The prayer 
book in the breast pocket of his overcoat—

Margaret’s gift to John, taken back from him, and given to Hannay—
stops the bullet meant for his heart. (It is inscribed, “To John from 
Margaret. The Lord bless thee and keep thee. Easter 1928.”) Yet this 
gift is not a sufficient condition of Hannay’s resurrection. When the 
gun goes off, his eyes open wide, as if in astonished recognition. But 
he must cap his string of improvisations by one last performance. He 
plays dead. What allows him to be convincing in this role, we later 
learn, is that at the decisive moment he blacks out.

For Hitchcock, “blacking out” requires relinquishing control, open‑
ing oneself to blackness, allowing it to flood in. And it re quires that 
a “higher power” grant the gift of oblivion. When Han nay looks up 
at the camera, the blackness that engulfs the frame also represents 
his vision. Hitchcock blesses and keeps Hannay by granting him this 
“death,” a glimpse of the author’s power. But at this moment, when 
nothing appears on the screen, Hitchcock with holds his design from 
us. We are completely in the dark.
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From blackness, the scene fades in 
on an empty coat hook. We hear John’s 
offscreen voice saying, “I canna find my 
hymn book.” Then the camera pulls back 
to frame John. We hear Mar garet’s voice: 
“Where did you leave it?” When her hus‑
band answers, “In the breast pocket of my 
overcoat,” she replies gravely, “John, I’m 
afraid that I gave it to that gentleman who 
was staying here that night.” John moves 
menacingly toward the camera, until he 
leaves the foreground of the frame. There 
is the sound of a violent blow and a cry of 
pain. Margaret’s suffering is conveyed all 
the more powerfully for the fact that all 
views of her beating are withheld.

We pass directly to the sheriff’s office, 
where Hannay is telling the story of his 
escape. Does this suggest the simultane‑
ity of these two scenes? Does Margaret’s 
ordeal rather take place while Hannay is, 
in effect, dead to the world? Margaret’s 
exact words (“that night”) rule out these 
possibilities and imply that it takes place 
sometime in the future. Hitchcock breaks the continuity of his nar‑
rative to insert this reminder that the “miracle” that saves Hannay has 
a price. But perhaps Hannay only dreams this scene while blacked 
out. If the scene is dreamed, is it also real? (Again, in a Hitchcock 
film, it counts neither for nor against the reality of a scene that it 
is dreamed.) This brings us back to what Hannay sees when he 
looks up at the camera and blacks out. For Hitchcock calls upon 
us to acknowledge that John’s violence and Margaret’s suffering are 
inscribed in Hannay’s glimpse of the author’s power. Whether or not 
Hannay’s vision encompasses this scene of vio lence, it reveals Hitch‑
cock as surely as Hannay’s miraculous rebirth does.

Then what is at stake in the second half of the film? The first 
half ends with the Professor’s murderous act, Hannay’s “death” and 
vi sion, and the author’s denial of that death. This murder is only a 
rehearsal, but it is also a repetition; it doubles Hannay’s encounter 
with Mr. Memory, the scene brought to a halt by Annabella’s inter‑
vention. When blackness engulfs the screen, the film comes to a 
dead stop, and it also comes full circle. We see no way for it to go 
on. When Hannay survives the crisis, the world of the film is com‑
pletely transfigured; the author’s sovereignty and Hannay’s state of 
grace have been unveiled. The second half of the film doubles back 

3.61

3.62



154 The 39 Steps

on the first until, at the conclusion, Hannay is back where he started. 
He does not continue his journey but rather retraces his steps. He 
does not discover and unmask the villain but finds him again and 
provokes him to unmask himself again. He again meets the woman 
he encountered on the train. And at the climax of the film, Han‑
nay finds himself in a music hall, face to face with Mr. Memory. In 
his climactic replaying of this scene, which is also a replaying of his 
scene with the Professor, it no longer suffices to play dead. His call‑
ing originates in his spectatorship, but its fulfill ment requires that he 
recognize the role he has been designated to play and accept that 
role, which in turn calls for Hannay to make the author’s design his 
own. Hitchcock authorizes Hannay to act on his behalf, to perform 
the gesture that allows the film the ending he has designed for it.

The transition to the sheriff’s office echoes the one from Anna‑
bella’s murder to the train. It announces a new series of awaken ings. 
Immediately following Margaret’s cry of pain, Hitchcock cuts to the 
hymn book.

This cut elides, or rather defers, an estab lishing shot. Hence, 
when a man’s cruel laughter resounds over our view of the book, 
the effect is uncanny. The laugh suggests that the scene of Marga‑
ret’s suffering has an au dience that applauds John’s violence, as if 

it were performed within the Profes sor’s 
theater. When it is disclosed retro actively 
that this laugh is really the sheriff’s—pro‑
voked by the implausibility of Hannay’s 
story—one implication is that, whether or 
not he is actually in league with him, the 
sheriff is a natural member of the Profes‑
sor’s brotherhood. Hitchcock underscores 
the sheriff’s affinity with the Professor by 
framing him with a globe next to his face.

It is within a world in which a hatred 
by men of women is real, indeed ordinary, 
that Hannay, thanks to Margaret, leads his 
charmed life.

Hannay is irritated by the sheriff’s ban‑
tering tone (“And this bullet stuck among 
the hymns, eh? Well. I’m not sur prised. 
Some of those hymns are terrible hard to 
get through”). But only when two detec‑
tives arrive and he has Hannay hand‑
cuffed does he reveal that he has not 
believed a word of the story. Hitch cock 
cuts to the street as the Professor’s two 
agents drive up. Suddenly Hannay leaps 

3.63

3.64



The 39 Steps 155

into view, crashing through the police station window, and another 
chase begins.

There is a cut to a Salvation Army band. Having fallen in with the 
marchers, Hannay enters the frame from below.

Viewed with his back to the camera, he has reassumed the posi‑
tion in the frame he occupied in the film’s opening. “Providence” 
makes clear its special interest in Hannay’s case. This is another cel‑
ebrated mo ment, exemplifying Hitchcock’s love of arranging coinci‑
dences as flamboyant as they are outrageously appropriate. Joining 
the Salva tion Army parade, Hannay fit‑
tingly improvises the role of a sinner who 
has seen the light.

Seeing a group of policemen, Hannay 
sepa rates from the parade and enters a 
door that opens off an alley. He is met by 
a woman who leads him into a crowded 
political rally and offers him a seat on the 
platform. Meeting with heckling, the man 
at the podium steps down, and is succeed‑
ed by a meek man who swallows his words 
as he introduces the main speaker of the 
eve ning. At the completion of this introduction, Hannay is dismayed 
to find the others on the panel looking expectantly at him, giving him 
no choice but to address the assembled audience.

Hannay’s speech is a parody—Hitch cock’s as well as his own—of 
the clichés of ordinary political discourse, but its humor is enhanced 
by the fact that Hannay also means every word he speaks.

Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize in my hes itation in rising just now, but to 

tell you the simple truth. I entirely failed, while listening to the chairman’s 

flattering description of the next speaker, to realize he was talking about me. 

May I say, from the bottom of my heart and with the utmost sincerity, how 

delighted and relieved I am to find myself . . . 
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Hannay’s voice suddenly sinks. To this 
point in the speech, Hitchcock has cut 
back and forth between Hannay and the 
audience.

Now, there is a cut to a shot from Han‑
nay’s point of view. Pamela has en tered 
the hall. On his words, “. . . in your pres‑
ence at this moment,” she looks up and 
recognizes him.

Hannay is most decidedly not re lieved 
to find himself in this woman’s presence. 
Furthermore, he takes no pleasure in the 
thought that she could hear these words as 
addressed to her (they echo his first words 
to her on the train, “Darling, how happy 
I am to see you!”). As Hannay continues 
to speak, Hitchcock cuts back and forth 
be tween him and his view. With Hannay, 
we see Pamela talk to some people, dis‑
appear from view behind a curtain, and 
finally reappear, the Professor’s men in 
tow.

Delighted, because of your friendly recep tion. 
And relieved, because as long as I stand on this 
platform, I’m delivered from the mo ment [the 
natural continuation, of course, is “of truth”] from 
the cares and anxieties which must always be the 
lot of a man in my position. When I journeyed 
up to Scotland a few days ago, traveling on the 
Highland Express, over that magnificent struc‑
ture, the Forth Bridge, that monument to Scottish 
engi neering and Scottish muscle, I had no idea 
that within a few days’ time I would find myself 
addressing an important political meeting . . . 

Someone shouts out, “You meant for the moors to shoot some‑
thing!” Hannay wins a laugh with his answer, “Yes, or somebody—I’m 
a rotten shot.” Then he resumes his speech.

. . . in support of that brilliant young statesman, that rising . . . um . . . the 
gentleman on my right, already known among you as one destined to make 
no uncertain mark in politics. In other words, your future member of Parlia‑
ment, your candidate, Mister . . . uh . . . 

Hannay looks down at the poster spread out before him, hoping to 
read off the candidate’s name. Hitchcock can aid Hannay by conjur‑
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ing a Salvation Army band, but he can also make the name that 
has to be read upside‑down “McCorquodale.” Hannay pronounces 
it “McCrocodile,” rousing the hall to robust laughter. A man shouts. 
“He doesn’t know the candidate’s name!” But Hannay’s recovery is 
superb: “I know your candidate will forgive me my referring to him 
by the friendly nickname by which he is already known.” One joke 
in this is that “McCrocodile” could be anyone’s friendly nickname. 
Another is that members of Parliament are crocodiles. When Pamela 
reappears with the two men, a third joke becomes clear: she is also 
a deceitful crocodile.

Hannay’s reaction to his realization that the game is up is a turn‑
ing point in the film. Hannay joyfully launches into the body of his 
speech. He becomes animated the way Cary Grant does in Notori ous 
when, in extreme jeopardy in the wine cellar, he becomes for the 
first time the “real” Cary Grant, the Cary Grant of The Awful Truth.

It is the spirit of the music hall that possesses Hannay, enabling 
his speech to turn this indifferent crowd into a semblance of com‑
munity. Hannay takes his cue from Mr. Memory (this is not to say 
that he does so consciously) when he announces, “Now we’re going 
to discuss some topic. What shall it be?” There are cries of “the her‑
ring fisheries!” “Unemployment!” “The idle rich!” On this last inter‑
jection, Hitchcock cuts from Hannay’s view to a new setup: a slightly 
high‑angle shot, which suggests the point 
of view of someone in the balcony.

The idle rich? That’s kind of an old‑fashioned 
topic these days, because I’m not rich and I’ve 
never been idle. I’ve been busy all my life and 
I expect to be much busier quite soon.

In another new setup, the top hat—pre‑
sumably McCrocodile’s—that had been 
visible in previous shots of Hannay is 
placed conspicuously in the frame, ironi‑
cally suggesting that the politician they are 
being asked to support is a member of the 
idle rich. And it casts Hannay—or perhaps 
Hitchcock—as a magician.

And I know what it is to feel lonely and help less 
and to have the whole world against me, and 
those are things that no man or woman ought to 
feel. And I ask your candidate and all those who 
love their fellow men to set themselves resolutely 
to make this world a happier place to live in, a 
world where no nation plots against nation . . . 
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The audience has come alive. At this 
point, Hitchcock begins cutting back and 
forth between a setup of Hannay, closer 
and shot from a low angle, and the audi‑
ence, which is buzzing with mounting 
excitement at his words.

Where no neighbor plots against neighbor, where 
there is no persecution or hunting down, where 
everybody gets a square deal and a sporting 
chance, and where people try to help and not 
to hinder.

The audience is all worked up now, 
united in approval. Hitchcock cuts to a 
much closer and more frontal low‑angle 
shot of Hannay.

In this frame, Hannay looms larger 
than life, a hero. But the camera here 
also stands coolly apart from the crowd’s 
fervor and parodies it. If this crowd can 
be aroused by a speech in tended to keep 
them going for as long as possible, can it 
not be aroused by any demagogue?

As Hannay’s speech draws to an end, 
the audience begins to applaud. Finally, 
all rise to give him a standing ovation.

A world from which suspicion and cruelty and 
fear have been forever banished. That is the sort 
of world I want. Is that the sort of world you 
want? That’s all I have to say. Goodnight.

As Hannay begins to leave the stage, 
there is a cut to a high angle shot in which 
he is all but engulfed, and finally forced 
out of the frame, by a swarm of excited 
audience members.

There is a cut to a longer shot. Framed 
from behind, Hannay, as if entranced, 
backs toward the camera and away from 
the advancing crowd. A hand enters 
the foreground of the frame, and after a 
moment Hannay’s arm falls into its grip. 
(This breathtaking effect is reprised in, for 
example, The Wrong Man and North by 

Northwest. It might be noted that in later 
Hitchcock films such a shot would prob‑
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ably be framed from above. It becomes a 
characteristic Hitchcock gesture to cut to 
high angle when someone’s fate is sealed.) 
The camera an ticipates the entrance of the 
agent’s hand into the frame, which then 
waits with the camera as Hannay completes 
his slow trajectory. We sense that Han nay 
will not look around him, will not avoid the 
waiting hand, but will inevita bly fall into its 
grip. It is not because Hannay is unsuspect‑
ing that he does not look around—he backs 
toward the cam era as if hypnotized by it. He 
cannot lit erally see the waiting hand, but it 
is as if he knows it will be there and, as if 
in a dream, fatalistically allows the scene of 
his capture to be played out.

But no trance can survive a face‑to‑face 
confrontation with Pamela. A cut to a lon‑
ger shot reveals that he has fallen into the 
hands of two men on his trail—whether 
the police (as he believes) or the Profes‑
sor’s agents, we cannot say.

And Pamela is beside them. They take 
up where they left off in the train com‑
partment. “Didn’t you realize I was speak‑
ing the truth in that railway carriage? You 
must have seen I was gen uine.” Pamela 
did misread Hannay’s en trance into her 
life, but he does not simply ask her to 
reconsider her judgment. He attacks her 
for being blind, willful, and stupid. These 
attacks are understandable enough, in the 
circumstances, but they provoke Pamela 
to defend herself. Hannay’s persistence 
in this tack, as surely as Pamela’s origi‑
nal misreading and refusal to recant, is 
responsible for their becoming stuck in a ritual of attack and counter‑
attack. And we rec ognize the irony in Hannay’s charging Pamela with 
blindness when he fails to see that these “detectives” are not genuine. 
When he says, “An enormously important secret is being taken out of 
this country by a foreign agent. I can’t do anything myself because of 
this fool of a detective. . . . Has that penetrated?” Pamela’s reac tion 
is characteristic: “Right to the funny bone.” But she now knows too 
much, and she is asked to come along as a witness.

In North by Northwest’s art auction sequence, Cary Grant, taking 
himself to have been betrayed by Eve, deliberately compromises her 
in Vandam’s eyes, avenging himself. Hence, when he later dis covers 
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that Eve is a double agent and had no choice but to send him to 
a likely death, he feels guilty. By contrast, Hannay’s remarks place 
Pamela in jeopardy, but they are fundamentally innocent. If Pamela 
should die, Hannay would have no cause to feel responsible. And 
at this point in the film, we do not believe that Hannay or Pamela 
is in real danger. Hitchcock’s power is superior to the Professor’s, 
and he has revealed his intention to “bless” and “keep” his charm‑
ing and graceful protagonist. Throughout the remainder of the film, 
the antagonistic relationship between Hannay and Pamela is treated 
comically. Even this se quence ends humorously. As the foursome 
exits, the audience, which had settled down to the unrewarding task 
of suffering through the remaining speeches, spots Hannay and gives 
him another ovation. He waves, acknowledging their applause. This 
is, under the circumstances, a decidedly high‑spirited gesture, and 
Hannay sustains his good cheer almost without a break until the end 
of the film.

In the “detectives’ ” car, Pamela notices that they have missed the 
turn to Inveraray, and is told that they are really headed for a different 
town. This confirms Hannay’s suspicion that these men are really the 
Professor’s agents. This is a subdued, most unspectacular moment, 
yet a major turning point whose magnitude Hitchcock’s camera 
subtly underscores with a virtuoso gesture. Seemingly unprovoked, 
the camera, which has been viewing the interior of the car from a 
standpoint outside its windows, begins circling around the car in a 
clockwise direction. At the head of this shot, a diagonal bar in the 
foreground, its line doubled by a parallel bar in the background to 
form the signature Hitchcockian ////, separates Pamela from Hannay 
on the right side of the frame. The camera’s continuing movement 
causes the bar in the foreground to move screen left, and a larger and 
more prominent bar to enter the frame and sweep to the left. Finally, 
the camera’s turning brings into the frame the left rear corner of the 
car, which creates the effect of a closing curtain before it plunges 
the entire frame in blackness. (Up to this point, unfortunately, the 
shot is so dark—the scene takes place at night—that it is impossible 
to convey these effects with frame enlargements.) Finally, utilizing 
a trick he will borrow for Rope, Hitchcock uses the black screen to 
mask a cut. The camera’s seemingly continuous movement brings 
an almost rectangular form into the frame. Once it is centered, the 
camera stops turning and we recognize this frame‑within‑the‑frame 
as the car’s small back window.

In The Lodger, as we have seen, Hitchcock frames the back of a 
police car in a way that jokingly turned its oval back windows into 
a pair of watching eyes (ours?). Here, it is not our act of viewing 
that Hitchcock is invoking but, rather, the movie screen itself—the 
screen upon which the world of The 39 Steps is projected. By this 
veritable cornucopia of signature gestures, Hitchcock’s camera has 
effected a vertiginous transition in which outside becomes inside, 
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inside becomes outside—the camera is 
now stationary except for slight reframings 
as the car, viewed from an ever greater dis‑
tance, drives along the road that wends its 
way through the spectacular landscape of 
the Scottish highlands. This shot is now 
held for what seems an eternity before the 
image finally fades out.

When the world on film fades back in, 
the car, in an almost impenetrable fog, 
slows to a stop before a bridge, a road sign 
in the frame forming a conspicuous cross.
His eyes shifting back and forth, Hannay 
is thinking—writing the script, as it were, 
for a theatrical produc tion he is about to 
direct for Pamela as audience.

He asks to see the detec tives’ warrant. 
As he expects, they re fuse. He begins to 
whistle the tune that will run through his 
head until the climactic moment when 
he recognizes it as Mr. Memory’s theme. 
Hannay makes this whistling part of his 
charade, but it also is a spontaneous 
expression of the pleasure he takes in act‑
ing and the spirit that animates him. As 
long as he is in this mood, possessed by 
this spirit, he feels that nothing can stop 
him. He says, “Would you like to have a 
small bet with me, Pamela?” His bet is 
that the detectives’ boss is missing the 
top joint of his little finger. To her aston‑
ishment, Hannay receives a hard slap in 
reply. Anna bella Smith once made a wager 
with Hannay. His “I win” com pletes this 
scene’s invocation of that earlier passage 
(and reconfirms the ex traordinary tight‑
ness of The 39 Steps’ own screenplay).

A flock of sheep (“Ah, a whole flock of 
detectives!”) blocks the road, and the car 
is brought to a screeching halt. The detec‑
tives handcuff Hannay to Pamela, saying, 
“As long as you stay, he stays,” then leave 
the car to clear the road. Adding, “And as 
long as I go, you go,” Hannay pulls Pame‑
la out of the car with him and makes a 
break for it. Hannay forces Pamela under a 
stone bridge and restrains her, as the men 
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search overhead and the bleating of sheep 
fills the air. Then the fugitives hide under 
a waterfall. Warning, “One move out of 
you and I’ll shoot,” he presses against her 
body some thing hard that is hidden in his 
jacket pocket. But neither Pa mela nor we 
ever seriously fear for her safety in Han‑
nay’s company.

The scene fades out. Fade in on the 
couple on the road. Hannay begins to 
whistle again, aggravating Pamela. When 
he insists that the men after them are not 
real detectives, she reproaches him for 
his “penny novelette spy story.” Exasper‑
ated, he says, “There are twenty million 
women on this island and I’ve got to be 
chained to you!” Then he patronizes her. 
“Now look here, Miss. Once more, I’m tell‑
ing you the truth.” She replies, “The gal lant 
knight to the rescue.” She skeptically inter‑
prets Hannay’s story as self‑glorifying. On 
the other hand, her tone hardly suggests 
that she believes that she is, as Hannay 
puts it, “alone on a desolate moor in the 

dark manacled to a murderer who would stop at nothing to get you 
off his hands” (the pun, presumably, intended by Hannay as well 
as Hitchcock). In the middle of her reply (“I’m not afraid of . . .”), 
she sneezes, and Hannay takes out a handker chief for her. This is 
a solicitous gesture, but at the same time he begins to get into the 
spirit of his murderer act. He grabs her collar and acts tough, which 
provokes her to say, “You big bully!” and all but concede his point 
that he is no killer, since it is apparent that she is becoming comfort‑
able with him, He smiles and says. “I like your pluck,” but then—as 

if their mutual antagonism had not been 
exposed as a charade—he once more 
begins to pull Pamela along by the hand‑
cuffs and resumes his whistling (because 
he is enjoying himself in her company or 
because he knows it annoys her?).

Next there is a dissolve to the front of 
the Argyle Arms. (Compare this framing 
with the way Hitchcock frames the arriv‑
al of Daisy and the lodger at the fateful 
court yard.)
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Hannay stops whistling and an nounces 
that they are going in. The innkeeper’s wife 
tells them that they have just one avail‑
able room, with one bed. “You’re man and 
wife, I suppose?” Han nay assures her that 
they are and prods Pamela into a “yes,” 
although she is out raged. The innkeeper 
catches Hannay’s eye. Hannay smiles, as if 
acknowledg ing that he has read his mind, 
and the man grins in recollection of how 
it is to be young and in love.

Our first view of the room gives spe‑
cial prominence to the offending dou‑
ble bed, framed between the two in the 
background.

The innkeeper’s wife enters with a tray. 
Pamela blurts out, “I say, please don’t 
go!” This signals another insert of Han‑
nay pressing something in his pocket 
against Pamela’s body. But the gesture 
has an intimacy and an ambiguity it 
lacked before. Still ostensibly threaten‑
ing, it is now also reassuring. Perhaps it 
even gently calls upon Pamela to re spect 
this woman’s romantic picture of couples 
“terrible in love.” In any case, its intimacy 
testifies to how far their relationship has 
come, despite the fact that, when he “con‑
fesses” that they are a runaway couple, he 
squeezes her throat and releases his grip 
only when the woman is out of earshot.

When Hannay now says, “What’s next on 
the program?” he registers his sense that his 
life has become a music hall show. But this 
remark is also directed, jokingly but provoc‑
atively, to Pamela. It suggests that squeezing 
her throat was only part of a show and invites her to choose whether 
the next act will be one of violence or of love. Pamela’s answer is that 
they next get the handcuffs off: she only wants the program to be over. 
He teases her, assuring her that he wouldn’t mind if she took off her 
wet skirt. She refuses, with a show of indignation, but does decide to 
take off her wet shoes and stockings. The camera tilts down to frame 
the memorable image of Pamela’s hand slipping off her stockings, while 
Hannay’s hand—manacled to hers—hangs limply.
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When the first stocking is off, his hand 
grabs her naked knee, and she thrusts a 
sandwich into it. When the second stock‑
ing is off, she takes the sandwich back, 
not missing a beat. Then she rises, pulling 
Hannay along with her, their roles momen‑
tarily reversed. When Hannay keeps his 
hand limp, he means to suggest that he 
is not in the slightest aroused by Pamela’s 
proximity. True, this limp hand comes 
to life when it touches her flesh. But its 
arousal does not constitute Hannay’s mak‑

ing a pass. The joking implication is that Hannay is a gentleman, 
but his hand, aroused by the touch of a woman’s flesh, acts on its 
own, independent of his will. When she holds out the sandwich, she 
joins in the charade, displaying her power to order the hand around, 
to keep it in its place. This hand is easily distracted and mastered. 
(This passage’s slight whiff of necrophilia resonates with a number 
of passages, comic and not so comic, in Hitchcock’s work. Its humor 
is taken up, for example, in Mr. and Mrs. Smith, The Trouble with 

Harry, and, in a darker mood, Vertigo, Psycho, and Frenzy. And it 
is closely related to one of the most disturbing passages in Marnie: 
Mark’s so‑called “rape” of Marnie [unable to accept advances that 
perhaps she unconsciously desires, she effectively denies life to her 
body and allows this man, who loves her, to do with it as he pleases].)

Hannay hangs the stockings by the fire, and Pamela—rather 
re luctantly but sincerely—thanks him. Yet Hannay cannot resist pro‑
voking her. He downs his whiskey in one gulp and pulls her to the 
bed: “Now, will you kindly place yourself on the operating table?” 
When she looks shocked, he insists that this is “Armistice Day.” He 
reminds her that they are chained together. Her “Oh, don’t gloat!” 
echoes her earlier “You big bully!” but has a new gaiety. It leads to 
an almost openly playful exchange framed within an extended static 

setup.
“Do you think I’m looking forward 

to waking up in the morning and see‑
ing your face be side me, unwashed and 
shiny?” Pamela eats and Hannay again 
starts whistling. He wishes he could get 
this tune—where has he heard it?—out of 
his head. He yawns and Pamela remarks, 
“You sound very sleepy.” Hannay tells her 
that he last slept Saturday night, and then 
only for a couple of hours. “What made 
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you wake so soon? Dreams? I’ve always been told murderers have 
terrible dreams.” He mimes striking at her, and she pretends to recoil. 
She has begun to enjoy herself and wants him to continue. He does 
so, launching into a monologue: “I used to wake up in the middle of 
the night thinking the police were after me. Then one gets hardened. 
Killed my first man when I was nineteen.”

He caps this story by predicting that one day Pamela will take her 
grandchildren to Mme. Tussaud’s and say. “Chicks, if I were to tell 
you how matey I once was with that gentleman . . .” She suddenly 
turns away, and Hitchcock cuts to a new setup which sustains the 
ambiguity of her ges ture.

She complains that the handcuffs were pinching her wrists, but 
she may also have turned away from Han‑
nay because she could no longer keep a 
straight face and did not want to give 
him the satisfaction of seeing her laugh. 
He concludes by telling of his Great Uncle 
Penruddy, “the Cornish Bluebeard.” Hitch‑
cock cuts to isolate Hannay in a closeup, 
then slowly pulls the camera out until it 
frames Pamela as well. We see that she has 
lost a struggle to keep awake while Han‑
nay, still ab sorbed in his performance, has 
not yet noticed that he has lost his audi‑
ence. It is only when he yawns and says. “And that, lady, is the story 
of my life,” that he sees, out of the corner of his eye, that she has 
fallen asleep. He smiles and the camera tilts down past their wrists 
to a burning candle, as the image fades out.

Freed from the ritual of attack and counterattack, Hannay can 
ap preciate that Pamela, too, has been through a trying ordeal. He 
is sat isfied that he has settled his account. His smile registers real 
affec tion. But it is also rueful: his performance put his audience to 
sleep before the issue of sex between them could even be broached. 
This beatific scene contrasts with the scene of passion the innkeepers 
imagine to be taking place at this moment, and the camera move‑
ment that ends this sequence parodies the conventional cutaway to 
signify an act of lovemaking. The candle functions like the control 
tower in Casablanca’s famous example of this convention, its phal lic 
shape reinforcing its metaphoric status.

Hitchcock here asserts his narrator’s prerogative and breaks with 
Hannay’s perspective, interpolating a brief scene in which the Pro‑
fessor assures his wife, “As soon as I’ve picked up you‑know‑what I’ll 
clear out of the country.” When he kisses her, she turns her cheek to 
him. Her solicitude may or may not be real, but she will not allow 
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him even the semblance of a lover’s kiss. Then the scene fades out 
and the candle, now mostly burned down, fades in. Pa mela awakens. 
With great effort, she succeeds in squeezing out of the handcuffs. 
Hannay rolls over in his sleep and places his arm across her legs. 
She daintily lifts the arm away, but like a cat moved in its sleep, it 
stubbornly returns to its chosen place. She ignores it and gathers her 
things to clear out, pausing only to satisfy her curi osity by reaching 
into Hannay’s jacket pocket. She is not greatly surprised but nonethe‑
less a little annoyed to discover that the gun is only a tobacco pipe. 
Then she creeps into the shadowy hallway and looks down from the 
railing on the two agents immersed in a phone call. “Oh, he’s gone 
to London already then, has he?” The innkeeper arrives with some 
whiskey and is sent away to get some water. Pamela opens her mouth 
as if to cry out but is stopped in her tracks by what she hears. “The 
girl handed him over to us thinking we were detectives.” She listens 
intently to what the men say after they hang up. “He’s warning the 
whole thirty‑nine steps. He’s picking up our friend at the London 
Palladium on the way out.”

The innkeeper returns, and the agents ask after a young couple. 
Just as it appears that he is going to give Hannay and Pamela away, 
his wife appears and sends the two men off. Then she kisses her 
“silly creature” of a husband. “You old fool, you wouldn’t have giv‑
en away a young couple, would you?” As they beam at each other, 
the camera tilts up to Pamela. She smiles upon this heart warming 
scene, then makes her way back to the room where Hannay is still 
sleeping. She looks toward the bed. For only the second time in the 
film, background music starts up. Here romantic music convention‑
ally expresses, but also gently parodies, Pamela’s feel ings. From her 
idealizing point of view, we see Hannay, sleeping like a child. She 
pulls the covers over him, then curls up on a divan by the foot of 
the bed, yawning and rubbing her arms from the cold. She sits up, 
looks over to the bed, looks away, visibly thinking. She comes to the 
conclusion that there is nothing wrong with what she is contemplat‑

ing doing—she sees herself and Hannay 
as a couple, as if the question of sexual‑
ity between them had been resolved, as 
if they were husband and wife—and then 
pulls the lovingly tucked‑in blanket from 
his body, wraps it around her own, and 
lies back down to sleep. We are still bask‑
ing in the warm glow of the music as the 
image fades out.

When the scene fades back in, there is 
a pan to Hannay’s face as he sits up and 
yawns. He gradually awakens to the fact 
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that Pa mela had slipped away while he slept. Hitchcock cuts to his 
point of view: the door to the hall, ajar. Then to Hannay’s reaction, 
a warm smile.

Hannay is smiling at Pamela’s pluck in escaping from the hand‑
cuffs and at realizing that she has not, after all, turned him in. Now 
that he thinks she is gone from his life, Pamela is transfigured in 
his eyes. But his reverie of remembrance is rudely interrupted when 
her real voice, offscreen, says “Morning.” Hitchcock cuts to Hannay’s 
view, and we see Pamela beaming down on him, the shot retroac‑
tively disclosing the previous shot of Hannay to have been inflected 
by her point of view.

Pamela explains that she had slipped 
out of the handcuffs during the night and 
was going to run away when she discov‑
ered that he had been telling the truth. 
This is an apology and an invitation to inti‑
macy. He asks, in his old manner, “May I 
ask what earthquake caused your brain to 
work at last?” When she tells him about 
the telephone call, he becomes agitated. 
He starts pacing around the room, think‑
ing out loud. When he notices that she 
is watching him, he returns her smile a little self‑consciously. She 
says, “I feel such a fool, not having believed you.” As Ingrid Berg‑
man puts it in Notorious, she is “fishing for a little bird call” from 
her “dream man.” He fingers the handcuffs distractedly. “Oh, that’s 
all right.” He again looks up and sees her watching him. Both are 
now self‑conscious. She shyly looks away, as Hannay’s bound hand 
drops out of the frame and his free hand fondles the bedpost. This is 
a moment of sexual tension. Pamela desires Hannay. But we cannot 
say whether he is straining to turn his thoughts from her to think 
about the Professor or straining to turn her thoughts from him to 
the ur gent business at hand.

When she tells him that the two men left as soon as they got 
off the phone, the camera suddenly pulls out as Hannay steps back 
melodramatically. “You let them go after hearing what they said? 
You button‑headed little idiot!” Hannay’s reaction is too harsh. We 
sympathize with Pamela when she replies, “Don’t talk to me like 
that!” And we remain sympathetic with her throughout the ensu ing 
row, which ends when she angrily shouts that the current Palla dium 
show—“Crazy Month”—should just about suit him.

Hannay acts as if Pamela means nothing to him. But perhaps the 
theatrical excess of his reaction expresses a feeling that it also dis‑
avows. Hannay’s reaction corresponds precisely to Pamela’s when she 
first turned Hannay in on the train. Their relationship has come full 
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circle. It is as if this argument—so different in tone from their ear‑
lier comically antagonistic exchanges—confirms that they are now 
a couple, as Pamela believes. It is as if this is their first fight as a 
married couple, their first that could end in a reconciliation. In deed, 
when they come together at the end of the film, the feeling is that of 
coming together again. But it is not as if the union marked by their 
taking each other’s hand at the end of the film is simply a reunion. 
For they have not as yet even acknowledged their mutual desire.

The stage is now set for the film’s great closing act. But first there 
is a brief sequence in which Pamela talks to officials at Scotland 
Yard. They inform her that the Air Ministry does have a secret device 
En gland’s enemies would love to get their hands on, but that they 
are absolutely certain that no papers are missing. (An obvious hole in 
the plot is that no one considers the possibility that the plans could 
have been photographed, as indeed occurs in North by Northwest 
and Topaz. Pointing this out at least underscores the sense in which 
Mr. Memory’s “prodigious feats” make him a kind of camera and 
allow him to serve as the instrument of a will not his own.)

As Pamela leaves, she is reminded that she has not told them the 
whereabouts of Richard Hannay. “I haven’t the faintest idea,” she 
says, and stomps out. They have her followed.

The 39 Steps establishes the paradigm of the grand Hitchcock 
finale. It improves on the ending of The Man Who Knew Too Much, 
which follows its magnificent Albert Hall sequence with an anticli‑
mactic large‑scale shootout that in turn frames the final dramatic 
confrontation between the heroine and her vil lainous enemy. The 39 

Steps in effect telescopes both se quences into one, pulls out all the 
stops, and at no point undercuts the sense of climax. (This finale is 
also closely related to such other dramatic scenes within theaters as 
Murder!’s circus scene. Sabotage’s “Who Killed Cock Robin?” num‑
ber, the several theatrical set pieces in Stage Fright, the tennis match 
in Strangers on a Train, the Hamlet‑inspired play scene in North by 

Northwest, the ballet sequence in Torn Curtain, and the church ser‑
vice in Family Plot.)

As Pamela searches for Hannay, the auditorium rocks with laugh‑
ter elicited by the comedy act on the boards. From the bal cony, she 
spots him in the seats below and starts toward him, the police watch‑
ing. There is a cut to Hannay, oblivious of her ap proach. He starts 
at something he sees, and we cut to his point of view: an extreme 
long shot of a box, empty except for a man in the corner whose 
hand rests on the rail. Hannay borrows a pair of opera glasses from 
the woman sitting next to him, and we are presented with his view, 
masked to register the limited field of vision of this instrument. The 
opera glasses—hence the camera—pan left until they frame a hand 
missing the top joint of its little finger.
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Hannay lowers the glasses and smiles.
The act of viewing defines a field of com‑
bat between the Profes sor and Hannay. 
In their first meeting, the Professor com‑
manded Hannay’s view. By framing the 
Professor with the opera glasses, Hannay 
gains the upper hand on him. The aim 
of authoring the views he presents to the 
world is an aspect of the Professor’s aim 
of authoring that world, which requires 
that he appropriate Hitchcock’s power 
as his own. Hannay’s view through the 
opera glasses under cuts the Professor’s claim to power. When Han‑
nay frames this view, Hitch cock allows that gesture also to effect the 
framing of our view. For the mo ment, Hitchcock allows these opera 
glasses to be the camera. By making this instrument available to 
Hannay, and by arranging for the accident that the Professor should 
unwittingly show his hand at the right moment, Hitchcock extends 
his own power to Hannay.

Yet we might well ask the Professor’s old question: What does 
Hannay intend to do? For the second time, he finds himself in his 
antagonist’s presence without a plan. And he is about to learn that 
the police still do not believe his story and are here in force, deter‑
mined to apprehend him. Once again, it appears that all his efforts 
have landed him in a trap from which his powers of improvisation 
promise no escape.

Pamela makes her way to Hannay’s side. He tells her that he found 
the Professor. When she breaks her bad news to him, Hitch cock cuts 
to isolate Hannay. The orchestra strikes up a new num ber. Hannay’s 
smile fades. He looks down and then back up, as Pa mela asks him 
what he is going to do. He seems to be struggling to formulate a 
recalcitrant thought. Suddenly, the audience buzzes in anticipation, 
and Hannay finds himself whistling along with the music. He stiffens 
with excitement. “Do you hear that tune? 
It’s that thing I couldn’t get out of my 
head! Now I know where I heard it before. 
Of course! Music Hall! Annabella Sm—”

Hannay looks off to the left. As applause 
breaks out, there is a cut to his point of 
view, and we see the curtain rise on Mr. 
Memory. Our recollection floods back just 
when Hannay’s does, as the intro duction 
from the film’s opening is repeated word 
for word: “Ladies and gentlemen, with 
your kind attention and permission, I 
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have the honor to present to you one of 
the most remarkable men in the world.” 
Hannay says, half to himself and half 
to Pamela, “It’s the same little man!” As 
the intoning of the introduction goes on 
(“Every day, he commits to memory fifty 
new facts, and remembers every one of 
them . . .”), Hannay looks through the 
opera glasses. From his point of view, we 
see Mr. Memory glancing screen‑right as 
if on cue. “. . . Facts from history, world 
geography . . .”

Hitch cock cuts back to Hannay and Pamela. On the words 
“. . . from newspa pers,” he cuts yet again to Hannay’s view. The Pro‑
fessor takes something shiny out of his vest pocket and catches the 
light with it. “. . . from scientific facts. Millions and millions of them, 
down to the smallest details.”

The masked view moves left, past curtains and railings, so quickly 
that all we see is a vertiginous blur. Finally it rests on Mr. Memory, 
who nods significantly when the reflection crosses his face: “Test 
him, ladies and gentlemen.” A cut back to Hannay as the introduc‑
tion con cludes with words that prefigure the so lution about to dawn 
on him: “Ask him any question.”

It is only when Pamela is told that no papers are missing that The 

39 Steps unveils its central enigma. How does the Professor plan to 
smuggle the secrets out of the country? Pamela im parts this riddle 
to Hannay, who must solve it. Hannay possesses all the facts he 
needs and must only con nect the present moment with the scene 
that began the narrative. To make this connection, he must reclaim a 
memory. The oppor tune return of the figure of Mr. Memory enables 
Hannay to pene trate the Professor’s scheme. At last enlightened, 
Hannay cries out, “I’ve got it! I’ve got it! All the information’s inside 
Memory’s head!”

But even solving the riddle does not release Hannay. As he 
ex plains the solution of the mystery to Pamela (“The details of the Air 
Ministry secrets were borrowed, memorized by this little man, and 
then replaced before anyone could find out. He’s here tonight to take 
Memory out of the country after the show”), Hannay is in formed that 
there are some gentlemen who want to speak to him. He rises and 
moves toward the detectives at the end of the aisle, as Mr. Memory 
asks for a question and the audience responds with the familiar mix‑
ture of real questions and heckling (“Where’s the lavatory?” “When 
did Florence Nightingale die?” “What is the height of the Empire State 
Building?”). Hannay tries to tell the de tectives that there is something 
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they should know, but they will not listen 
(“Now look here, old man, you don’t want 
to spoil people’s entertainment”). Mean‑
while, the questions go on (“What was the 
date of General Gordon’s death?” “What 
is the capital of . . . ?”). Suddenly Hannay 
breaks away, and Hitchcock cuts to an 
extreme long shot in which Mr. Memory’s 
back is to the camera and Hannay is a tiny 
fig ure within the audience.

This framing echoes the deep‑focus 
frame in which Hannay originally posed 
a ques tion and Mr. Memory answered it. 
Once again, Hannay has stepped forward 
to meet Mr. Memory face to face. He pos‑
es the question, “What are the Thirty‑nine 
Steps?” Mr. Memory momentarily looks 
dazed. But when Hannay’s off screen voice 
commands, “Come on, an swer up! What 
are the Thirty‑nine Steps?” Mr. Memory 
answers the ques tion, confirming Han‑
nay’s story in front of witnesses. “The 
Thirty‑nine Steps is an organization of 
spies, collecting in formation on behalf of 
the foreign office of . . .”

This is Hannay’s greatest improvisa tion, by which he sees to it that 
a certain scene will take place. This scene is to be enacted within Mr. 
Memory’s theater: to the people gathered in this hall, the question 
and answer are simply part of the show. Hannay has stepped forward 
to reclaim his special place within Mr. Memory’s audience, and he is 
animated by Mr. Memory’s spirit, which has possessed him through‑
out the second half of the film. Yet this is also a real scene of the 
revelation of truth, enacted before witnesses: the truth of Hannay’s 
story, the truth about the Professor, and the truth about Mr. Memory 
(that he has allowed the Professor to appropriate his gift).

Our faith in Mr. Memory’s innocence is not shaken by this reve‑
lation. The 39 Steps no more elucidates how the bond be tween Mr. 
Memory and the Professor was forged than it explains how it came 
about that Margaret married John. We assume that Mr. Memory did 
not really know the Professor’s nature, perhaps that his powers are 
wedded to a spirit of such purity that he is defense less against all 
deceit (even Hannay, left to his own devices, is not equal to com‑
bat with the Professor), that, in his perfect purity, Mr. Memory does 
not really know what deceit, betrayal, or murder is. Without wishing 
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to deny any of this, I find myself unwilling to say that Mr. Memory 
does not know he has been betrayed and party to betrayal. I see 
him as a soul in anguish, longing to be released from an oppressive 
burden. He knows, if only in his heart, who and what the Profes‑
sor is, and who Hannay is as well. His hesitation in an swering this 
question shows that he recognizes it to be no ordinary one. I think 
he knows that Hannay is not an authorized agent but an enemy of 
the Professor; also that this is the “gentleman” he once welcomed 
into his audience and who once affirmed his theater. (Mr. Memory, 
like Margaret and the Professor, has the power to overcome Han‑
nay’s “invisibility.” Could this be Mr. Memory if he were capable of 
forgetting Hannay?) That is, Mr. Memory chooses to answer Hannay’s 
question, knowing it might cost him his life. Being who and what 
he is, he must answer truthfully, but this does not mean that he 
lacks flexibility. Rather, it manifests his commit ment. (Would Hannay, 
the most flexible man in the world, do oth erwise if he were in Mr. 
Memory’s shoes?) Mr. Memory has no choice but to answer Hannay’s 
question in the way that Montgomery Clift in I Confess has no choice 
but to refuse to answer the ques tion posed by the prosecutor. For 
Clift to answer would be for him to violate his vows, to betray his 
calling as a priest. Mr. Memory’s theater is also a kind of priesthood.

There is an act that the Professor, given his nature, likewise has 
no choice but to perform. Just before Mr. Memory can name the 
country served by the traitors, a shot rings out. He puts his hands 
to his heart and slumps to the floor, as the audience screams off‑
screen. Then we cut to the Professor in his box, a smoking pistol 
in his hand. The obvious suggestion is that Mr. Memory is shot to 
prevent him from speaking the name of the country the Professor 
serves. He has already said enough to validate Hannay’s story, but 
not enough to uncover the whole of the traitorous operation. Yet it 
would be wrong to think of the Professor’s act as the selfless one of 
sacrificing himself for the Thirty‑nine Steps (or the remaining thir‑
ty‑seven or thirty‑eight of them) or merely as an attempt to create 
a diversion. If he shoots Mr. Memory in his desperation to escape, 
the shooting is also a vengeful act. He wants Mr. Memory to feel his 
wrath. By answering Hannay’s question, Mr. Memory declares that he 
places music hall, and the bond with Hannay that it grounds, above 
his bond with the Professor. He declares that there is a gulf between 
his nature and the Professor’s. The Professor affirms this separation 
by his murderous act: he casts himself out of any community whose 
members, like Mr. Memory, are as they seem. In the spirit of music 
hall, Mr. Memory recognizes a higher power. Within the world of 
The 39 Steps, this power is Hitchcock’s. The author comes between 
Mr. Memory and the Professor when he invests his power in Han‑
nay and calls upon him to step forward, animated by Mr. Memory’s 
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spirit. It is also Hannay, whose bond with Mr. Mem ory was forged 
at the opening of the film, who comes between Mr. Memory and the 
Professor. It is Hannay who provokes the Profes sor’s vengeful act. The 
murder of Mr. Memory is real, but the Pro fessor kills Mr. Memory in 
place of Hannay.

I have said that Hannay steps forward so that a real scene of reve‑
lation can take place. The truth about the Professor is revealed, and 
also a truth about the author’s design, and about Hannay’s calling. 
Hitchcock calls upon Hannay to perform the gesture that defeats the 
Professor. But Hannay’s question, whether he knows it or not, cues 
the scene of Mr. Memory’s death. In Hannay’s gesture, Mr. Memory’s 
theater and the Professor’s theater come together. Then does Hannay 
betray Mr. Memory as the Professor does?

Is Hannay also responsible for Mr. Memory’s death? Is Sir John 
responsible for Handel Fane’s death? Charlie for Uncle Charles’s 
death in Shadow of a Doubt? Devlin for Sebastian’s in Notorious? 
Scottie for Judy/Madeleine’s in Vertigo? Norman Bates for Marion 
Crane’s in Psycho? And is Hannay responsible for Margaret’s suf‑
fering? We cannot take it for granted that all these questions call 
for the same answer, or that any of them admits an unambiguous 
answer. Hannay would be responsible for Mr. Memory’s death if the 
Pro fessor’s act climaxed a scene of Hannay’s own authorship. But 
does the Professor act out a role scripted by Hannay or supersede 
Han nay’s script with his own? In addressing this question, we must 
note that the Professor’s declaration of his own nature, addressed to 
Mr. Memory, is also addressed to Hannay. I take it that the Profes‑
sor’s gesture says to Hannay something like this: “I am monstrous. 
You are my double. Your will and mine are one. You, too, are author 
of this death.” And if Hannay refuses to acknowledge the Profes sor’s 
monstrousness as also his own, then the Professor means to say to 
him: “You claim to author my act? Here is my ending for this scene. 
To me, you and Mr. Memory are as one. I am your author, and Mr. 
Memory’s death is also yours.” (The Professor’s murderous act is the 
perfect companion piece to Handel Fane’s suicide.)

But the real author of this scene can only be Hitchcock. Mr. Mem‑
ory and the Professor act as they must, given Hitchcock’s design. 
Hannay also plays the role Hitchcock calls upon him to play. Han‑
nay is, as always, free; his act is not dictated by his nature. One last 
time, he finds himself within a situation he did not create. I have 
been calling Hannay’s acting “improvisation” to register that he acts 
freely and yet is at every moment framed. What is unprece dented is 
Hannay’s unselfconscious acceptance of this condition, the other face 
of Robert Donat’s graceful acceptance of being filmed. It is Hitch‑
cock who frames Hannay’s act and presides over the accidents in this 
world so as to sustain Hannay’s original inno cence. Although Han‑
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nay’s  improvisations lead inevitably to Mar garet’s suffering, the Pro‑
fessor’s apprehension, and Mr. Memory’s death, he remains exempt 
from the condition of authorship.

But if Hannay is not the real author of the scene of Mr. Memory’s 
death, neither is the Professor. Does it follow that the Professor is 
innocent as well? Guilt, for a Hitchcock character, cannot be sepa‑
rated from a failure to acknowledge the author’s godlike power. The 
Professor is guilty for claiming to be above his world, for claiming 
exemption from the condition of being Hitchcock’s sub ject. In the act 
of killing Mr. Memory, the Professor defiantly reas serts these claims. 
Of course, the Professor is no less subject to the author’s power when 
he refuses to acknowledge that power; his hubris is integral to the 
author’s design. When he kills Mr. Mem ory, the Professor kills a 
being whose spirit is fundamentally op posed to his own. But know‑
ingly or unknowingly—can we say he knows it in his heart without 
prejudicing the question of whether he has a heart?—he kills a being 
who is subject to conditions that are his own as well. His act of mur‑
der also bears an aspect of suicide. The Pro fessor kills Mr. Memory 
in place of himself.

At this climactic moment, the Professor is confronted with a vi sion 
of his own damnation. Hugging the wall of his box, he makes his way 
to the door. Suddenly the door opens, and he finds himself stand‑
ing before the shadow of a policeman framed in the frame‑with‑
in‑a‑frame of the doorway.

This image is straight out of Murder! It 
inscribes the Profes sor’s nightmare vision 
of his fate and in vokes the film frame and 
hence the author’s agency. In this vision, 
Hitchcock reveals himself to the Professor, 
who knows he is damned. (A number of 
Hitchcock villains are finally confronted 
in this way with a vision of damnation. 
In Stage Fright, for example, Jonathan is 
cast by Eve onto a theater’s empty stage. 
He cannot see the policemen searching 
for him, but the cavernous space of the 

auditorium reverberates with their shouts. This haunted theater is a 
powerful metaphor for Jonathan’s consciousness. Bewildered, unpro‑
tected by the ordinary barriers between theater and reality, between 
the imaginary and the real, between what is inside and what is out‑
side himself—for he has transgressed these barriers—he looks up, 
only to see the heavy safety curtain hurtling down to dis member and 
kill him. The theater itself exacts its vengeance.)

The Professor jumps onto the stage. In a high‑angle ex treme long 
shot, policemen come toward him from all sides. The rear cur tain 
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opens to disclose yet more police men. 
The circle swiftly closes and, with deci‑
sive finality, the curtains lower to block 
the scene from our view.

The floor manager, played by Miles 
Malleson, makes his way through the cur‑
tain and assures the public that there is no 
cause for alarm.

Of all God’s creatures, perhaps none 
comes so close as this familiar charac‑
ter actor—he is no less lovable for being 
almost chinless—to being Alfred Hitch‑
cock’s physical double. In The 39 Steps, 

Hitchcock’s ritual personal appearance—
he passes by as the bus drives off bear‑
ing Hannay and Annabella to their fateful 
rendezvous—is particularly low‑key and 
easy to miss. Perhaps Hitchcock is using 
Malleson as his stand‑in.

Mr. Memory is helped backstage, and 
an order is put in for the “girls’ introduc‑
tion right away.” As spirited music starts 
up, there is a cut to the final shot of the 
film: Hannay, Pamela, and a detective 
gather around Mr. Memory as the women 
in the hastily assembled chorus line kick 
up their legs in the background.

Hannay speaks in a respectful, gently 
affectionate voice. “Mister Memory, what 
was the secret formula you were taking out 
of the country?” Mr. Memory looks up at 
his interlocu tor. “Will it be all right me tell‑
ing you, Sir?” He explains that he does not 
want to “throw it all away” because “it was 
a big job to learn it, the biggest job I ever 
tackled.” Hannay gives his assurance that 
it will be quite all right. As Mr. Memory begins his answer (“The 
biggest feature of the new engine is its . . .”), Hannay, the detective, 
and Pamela exchange glances. Mr. Memory’s words vin dicate Hannay 
completely and seal the Professor’s fate. But they also bear the aspect 
of a confession. By asking Hannay for his assur ance, Mr. Memory 
declares that he does not hold Hannay responsi ble for his own immi‑
nent death. And he asks forgiveness for having plac ed Hannay’s life 
in jeopardy. Hannay identifies himself as authorized to receive Mr. 
Memory’s confession because he knows that it is he who must be 
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forgiven, and whose forgiveness must be sought, if Mr. Memory is 
to die absolved.

The film’s closing resonates with its opening. As Mr. Memory re cites 
the secret formula, his powers fail. He slows down, omits words, and 
skips over whole sections. Yet he succeeds in reaching the end of 
his recitation (“This device renders the engine com pletely silent”). 
Then he looks into Hannay’s eyes and calls for judgment (“Am I right, 
Sir?”). Returning Mr. Memory’s steady gaze, Hannay answers, “Quite 
right, old chap.” The invocation of their initial encounter is complete. 
Indeed, Mr. Memory appears to be in a trance, appears to believe he 
is in his theater, concluding a triumphant performance. Hannay again 
affirms Mr. Memory’s act, as if playing along with the illusion that 
nothing separates their origi nal joyful encounter from the present 
grave one. But when Mr. Memory, still looking into Hannay’s eyes, 
says, “Thank you, Sir, thank you,” I take it that he suffers no illusion. 
He knows where he is and what has happened, and gives thanks to 
Hannay for releas ing him to die in peace. On reflection, we realize 
that the unity of the two encounters is no illusion. For Mr. Memory’s 
death warrant was already signed when the two first acknowledged 
each other. Hannay’s presence in the audience shadowed Mr. Mem‑
ory’s the ater, and it was already destined that Mr. Memory’s death 
would finally lift this shadow. From the outset, Hannay possessed 
the power to grant Mr. Memory an audience. This moment brings 
to an end the series of Hannay’s awakenings. By reaffirming their 
origi nal bond and effecting Mr. Memory’s redemption, Hannay awak‑
ens to his calling and fulfills it. Saying, “I’m glad it’s off my mind. 
Glad,” Mr. Memory finds himself unable to go on. But he has said 
enough. His intimacy with Hannay is absolute. What remains to be 
said between them?

If Mr. Memory’s death fulfills Hannay’s calling, it fulfills Mr. Mem‑
ory’s as well. Through his death, Mr. Memory allows or autho rizes 
Hannay’s union with Pamela, as if it were his gesture of giving the 
bride away, bringing the film to a satisfying conclusion. As Mr. Mem‑
ory slumps down, the camera pulls out and Hannay and Pa mela step 
into the foreground of the frame, the synchronized move ments serv‑
ing also to block our view of the chorus line. The couple is joined in 
the sight of Mr. Memory’s death, oblivious of the women who show 
their legs to an audience likewise excluded from the frame. Within 
this final framing, Hannay extends his hand, the handcuffs still dan‑
gling. Pamela’s gloved hand joins Hannay’s just as the detective in 
the background rises to mark Mr. Memory’s passing.

Then the music cadences and the image fades out, ending the 
film. In this final scene, the elements of the traditional ending of a 
comedy are all present, but rearranged to register a mood different 
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from the festive one we usually associate 
with the union of com edy’s lovers. A tradi‑
tional comedy ends with the lovers united. 
Society gathers to witness the public cer‑
emony of their wedding, which culminates 
in a loving embrace that signifies an act of 
lovemaking to take place in private. Their 
em brace is also the signal for festivities in 
which all are celebrants ex cept the mel‑
ancholic ones untouched by the spirit of 
comedy, who have been cast out. These 
festivities celebrate the fertility of the lov‑
ers’ union, the rebirth of society it promises, and the defeat of the 
spirit of melancholy.

But society does not witness or celebrate the joining of hands by 
Hannay and Pamela, which takes place in our view alone. Within the 
film’s world, it is not witnessed but bears witness. The lovers have 
stepped back from the small circle attending Mr. Memory to join us 
“on the outside,” witnesses to his death. Society is out of their sight 
as it is out of ours and attends neither to their embrace nor to the 
death of the little man who once won its applause. The spectacle 
that absorbs society—the chorus girls—is of no interest to Hannay 
and Pamela. The power to forge society into a commu nity, we might 
say, dies with Mr. Memory. The spirit of his theater lives on only in 
the private union of Hannay and Pamela. The death of Mr. Memory 
and the union it allows close out our interest—and Hitchcock’s—in 
this world. Our mood in taking leave of the world of The 39 Steps is 
one with Hannay’s and Pamela’s as each takes the other’s hand. If the 
casting out of the Professor is an occasion for celebration, the joy is 
tempered by the knowledge that he is not merely a “melancholic” but 
a murderer, and that it takes more than the spirit of comedy to defeat 
him. Mr. Memory has to die and the innocent Margaret suffer, and 
neither is privileged to witness the lovers’ union. There is no abiding 
community in this world. In its absence, the lovers stand united but 
alone. In such a condition, the spirit of comedy and the spirit of mel‑
ancholy are joined. (In the melancholy aspect of its ending, as in the 
flamboyant theatricality of the finale whose aftermath is tinged with 
melancholy, The 39 Steps establishes itself as a model. Shadow of a 

Doubt, Notorious, Rope, Stage Fright, Strangers on a Train, I Confess, 
Dial “M” for Murder!, The Wrong Man, Vertigo, Psycho, The Birds, and 
Marnie are among the Hitchcock films whose endings are indebted 
for their mood to The 39 Steps.)

Maurice Yacowar speaks of the union of Hannay and Pamela as 
tentative, insisting that they are still “disturbingly mismatched.” But 
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it is wrong to think of their union as in any way provisional. Their 
joining of hands is as decisive as the final embrace of any tra ditional 
comedy. It is joined as lovers that Hannay and Pamela take leave of 
the camera. (That their union is also a sexual one, soon to be con‑
summated, is suggested in at least three ways. First, the slip ping of 
hand into hand, as filmed, is erotic and also symbolizes sex ual union 
in the manner of the wedding ceremony’s thrusting of finger into 
ring. Second, the high‑kicking chorus line declares the sexual source 
of society’s interest in theater. And third, the final framing echoes the 
view of Hannay and Pamela entering their room at the Argyle Arms, 
the double bed between them in the background.)

Nonetheless, Hannay and Pamela are not joined in marriage. 
There is no wedding—no public ceremony, witnessed and cele brated 
by society—to legitimize their bond. For in the world of The 39 Steps, 
society has no authority to sanction their union. A silent joining of 
hands, which bears witness to Mr. Memory and to which we alone 
bear witness, authorizes this union in our eyes. (Hitchcock’s films 
consistently declare that, in their world, society has no right to judge 
the union of true lovers and that the institution of marriage has no 
authority to legitimize love. This position, already staked out in such 
silent films as Easy Virtue and The Manxman, allies Hitchcock with 
Howard Hawks, whose work effects a related transformation of the 
conventions of romance and comedy. The ending of To Have and 

Have Not affirms the union of Bogart and Bacall although there is no 
promise of a wedding. Society holds no more authority over Hawks’s 
lovers than Hitchcock’s. Yet in the world of To Have and Have Not, 
unlike the world of The 39 Steps, there is a community that we and 
the lovers acknowledge. Eddie and Cricket and Frenchy, acting for 
all freedom fighters, give their blessing to the lovers’ union. But this 
community is not sanctioned by society at large and does not rec‑
ognize society, as presently constituted, as having authority over it. 
Perhaps it is in acknowledgment of this situation that Hawks’s com‑
munity does not call upon the lovers to speak any vows. His commu‑
nity is one that would welcome Margaret and Mr. Memory and the 
nice old innkeepers and Hannay and Pamela and Hitchcock and at 
least you and me among Hitchcock’s viewers. Wouldn’t we all gladly 
accept membership in such a community? By picturing an authentic 
human community as tangible, Hawks does not break with Hitch‑
cock, but makes a film that is a fantasy in a way The 39 Steps—a 
different kind of fantasy—is not. To Have and Have Not’s companion 
piece, The Big Sleep, adopts a strain of anti‑fantasy similar to Hitch‑
cock’s in The 39 Steps. And one of Hitchcock’s favorites among his 
own films, The Trouble with Harry, shows him indulging a fantasy 
very close to Hawks’s.)
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The 39 Steps, then, ends with Mr. Memory’s death, the union of 

Hannay and Pamela, the Professor’s damnation, and so ciety’s indif‑

ference as it turns its attention to the chorus line. But we can also say 

that The 39 Steps, like Murder!, ends with a movement of the camera. 

In both films the camera pulls out to its final framing. When the 

camera moves out at the end of Murder!, it discloses that the lovers 

locked in an embrace are really on stage, acting. Their union takes 

place in the sight of society. But society is present not as witness and 

celebrant, only as audience. The camera movement at the end of The 

39 Steps reverses this. Han nay and Pamela are not revealed to be act‑

ing on stage in front of an audience, but are viewed by us alone. Our 

condition as viewers is joined with theirs as they step back to take 

in the moving spectacle of Mr. Memory’s death. Their final embrace 

is no piece of theater. The camera’s final gesture calls upon us to 

reaffirm our community with them. If we do so, we exempt ourselves 

from Hitchcock’s in dictment of the unviewed audience within the 

hall. We fulfill our calling as viewers.

We cannot be satisfied when Handel Fane dies unacknowledged 

and Sir John persists in his hubris. But though the ending of The 39 

Steps is not that of traditional comedy, its melancholy aspect in no 

way prevents it from giving us pleasure. There is jus tice in this world’s 

fate. Hitchcock, too, must be satisfied with the fate of his subjects: the 

Professor’s challenge to his authorship has been defeated and pun‑

ished, and those who acknowledge his power have been saved. The 

camera’s final movement in Murder! confronts us with our continuing 

failure to acknowledge the film’s author. But the final gesture of the 

camera in The 39 Steps grants us satisfaction. Why should Hitchcock 

not give his blessing to those who identify with Hannay, who join in 

affirming the au thor of this world?
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T
he Man Who Knew Too Much and The 

39 Steps initiate a series of thrillers of 
which The Lady Vanishes (1938) is the most celebrated, but which 
also includes Secret Agent (1936), Sabotage (1936), and Young and 

Innocent (1937).
These films are variations on the 39 Steps formula. For example, 

Secret Agent is a dark reversal in which the “innocent” protagonist 
is sent on a mission of killing (the plan he authors has the unfor‑
tunate consequence that an ordinary tourist dies, mistaken for 
the real enemy agent). Young and Innocent displaces our interest 
from its unsympathetic male lead to its female protagonist, who is 
played not by an adult actress, but by a real “girl on the threshold 
of  womanhood,” the sixteen‑year‑old Nova Pilbeam. It places this 
young and innocent girl within the setting of her bourgeois home, 
enabling Daisy’s conflict between romance and family to resurface. 
(In this family, the father is a widower, and the daughter has young‑
er siblings, so that she is the woman of the house.) Along with this 
shift, Young and Innocent reduces the role of the villain—he is not 
a theatrical genius like the Professor, but a decidedly ordinary man 
driven to distraction by his lover’s betrayal—and makes the camera 
a prominent agency within the world of the film (I have already 
described the moment when the camera stares down the killer, pro‑
voking him to lose control and thereby to reveal his madness to the 
world). The Lady Vanishes, one of Hitchcock’s most popular films, is 
the valedictory of the series. It is the film of the thirties that most 
fully acknowledges the Hitchcock thriller’s roots in romance. (The 

Lady Vanishes opens with its girl/woman about to board the train 
that, barring a miracle, will take her to the man she plans to marry 
but does not really love: this is a situation that could be straight out 
of It Happened One Night or out of Shakespeare. And “Miss Froy” 
is a fairy godmother who uses her magic to see to it that the true 
lovers are united.) At the same time, The Lady Vanishes takes on the 
aspect of a timely political allegory, unmistakable as a repudiation 
of England’s stance of appeasement.

In this series of thrillers, Sabotage clearly stands apart for its emo‑
tional gravity. It traps its girl/woman within a marriage as frightful 
as Margaret’s in The 39 Steps and calls upon her to affirm her inno‑
cence by killing her husband—the film’s villain—with her own hands. 
Hitchcock plays the violent, senseless death of her young brother—
not to mention the puppy blown up with him in the bus—for sus‑
pense, forcing us to recognize that the author’s capacity for cruelty 
equals that of his surrogate within the world of the film. It is also 
the thriller in the series that most emphatically declares that its real 
subject is film: the villain runs a movie theater, an “innocent” mask 
for his real calling, sabotage.
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Yet Sabotage fails to integrate its moments of horror with the the‑
atricality demanded by the Hitchcock thriller format, which for the 
first time seems to constrict rather than liberate Hitchcock. This fail‑
ure identifies the central problem that will come to absorb him: to 
discover how to give full expression to his theatricality while taking 
that theatricality absolutely seriously as a subject; to keep faith with 
The 39 Steps while declaring continuing commitment to those aspects 
of The Lodger and Murder! that resist being encompassed by the 39 

Steps format; to hold his audience while acknowledging its capacity 
to acknowledge him.

Jamaica Inn (1939) reveals Hitchcock in a state of crisis. It is the 
only Hitchcock film I can hardly bear to watch. The film’s violent 
shattering of the 39 Steps mold makes clear his feeling of entrap‑
ment within the Hitchcock thriller genre. But Jamaica Inn makes it 
equally clear that he has no solution—or at least, this project offers 
no solution—to the problem of making a Hitchcock film that contin‑
ues the 39 Steps tradition while acknowledging its limitations. It was 
at this time that David O. Selznick invited him to America to direct 
a film about the sinking of the Titanic, and Hitchcock made the fate‑
ful decision to accept that offer. When the Titanic project foundered, 
Hitchcock began work—under Selznick’s constant scrutiny—on an 
adaptation of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca.

It is no simple matter to separate out the complex personal, pro‑
fessional, and artistic motives for Hitchcock’s move to America or to 
assess what he thought it would mean to his life and work. The event 
raises important issues about Hitchcock’s initiation into the Ameri‑
can way of life, and the Hollywood system, represented by working 
for Selznick. Selznick’s attention to detail was fully the equal of Hitch‑
cock’s, but their goals were completely opposite: Selznick aspired to 
productions so impressive, and so compellingly lifelike, that their 
audiences would be given no cause to meditate on the film’s merely 
human author. Plausibility and pro duction values were equally essen‑
tial criteria in Selznick’s efforts to achieve his goal, which required 
the effacement of all signs that would remind the audience it had 
access to the events of the film only through a mediator. Rebecca 
(1940), I believe, turned out to be a Selznick film that is also a Hitch‑
cock film. But this means that Hitchcock succeeded in putting one 
over on the ever‑vigilant Selznick, who was satisfied that what he had 
produced was his crowning accomplishment; and on the film indus‑
try as a whole, which awarded Rebecca the “Best Picture” Academy 
Award but did not recognize Hitchcock for his direction. Of course, 
Selznick was handicapped, in his efforts to supervise a production 
that would bear the imprimatur of the Selznick studio rather than the 
signature of Hitchcock, by the fact that he did not recognize Hitch‑
cock’s mark, did not know who the director he had hired really was. 
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To those who know Hitchcock, his presence dominates Rebecca as 
surely as it does his British films, and as surely as the dead Rebecca 
dominates the world she haunts. (Indeed, Rebecca can be read as 
Hitchcock’s ironic account of his experience in making the film. Like 
the first Mrs. de Winter, he suffers the intrusion of an interloper into 
his private domain. In contrast to the second Mrs. de Winter, who 
is acutely sensitive, despite her extreme naiveté, to every manifesta‑
tion of the original lady of the manor, Selznick appears oblivious of 
Hitchcock’s commanding presence.)

In Rebecca Hitchcock dons a new mask—and helps create a new 
myth about who he is—designed to deceive Selznick, Hollywood, and 
the public they pride themselves on representing. Hitchcock accepts 
the producer’s imprimatur, but ironically: and this reflects an ironic 
relationship to his new public and his new home. Yet it would be 
a serious error to suppose that it is only this new ironic distance, 
this alienation, that first manifests itself in Rebecca. For the film also 
clearly reveals Hitchcock’s excitement at discovering the emotional 
weight, the sheer power, he can give to sounds and images by uti‑
lizing the sophisticated technology newly available to him. The Hol‑
lywood studio facilities made it possible for Hitchcock to orchestrate 
the elements of cinematic expression to create incredibly rich and 
resonant emotional effects, although virtually every technique and 
formal device he comes to employ in his Hollywood films was already 
developed in his British films. Hitchcock’s move to Hollywood is like 
Haydn’s move to London: for the first time, he has a great orchestra 
at his disposal. It is in America that Hitchcock solves the problem 
of exploiting the resources of the Hitchcock thriller while addressing 
the meaning of its conditions. But if the original Hitchcock film is, in 
effect, born whole in The Lodger, the Hitchcock film that is also an 
American film does not spring into existence all at once.

Foreign Correspondent (1940) and, even more, Saboteur (1942) 
reveal one approach that was to prove fruitful. This was to make a 
Hitchcock thriller that accepted America as a subject. In Joel McCrea 
and Robert Cummings, Hitchcock had access to two quintessentially 
American types (McCrea’s Americanness is underscored by casting 
him opposite Herbert Marshall) and could experiment with the kinds 
of relationships his camera might develop with these American fig‑
ures. The relatively bland and insubstantial Cummings in particular—
Hitchcock does not mistake him for a man cut to the measure of 
Robert Donat, John Gielgud, or Michael Redgrave—makes for a figure 
the American public can identify with or, more pointedly, Hitchcock 
can identify with the American public. Hitchcock takes pleasure in 
Cummings’s obtuseness (an obtuseness that has more to do with his 
American propensity for the cliché than with the formal or meta‑
physical condition of dwelling within the world of a film).
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Saboteur is, in a sense, an Americanized remake of The 39 Steps, 

and we may sense its author’s amusement at the sea change. For 
example, Hitchcock’s camera discovers the realm of the commercial 
everywhere in the American landscape: Cummings’s love interest, 
played like a block of wood by Priscilla Lane, first appears to him 
as a picture emblazoned on an advertising billboard. And the cam‑
era repeatedly discovers that Americans have a penchant for action 
rather than words. Saboteur assumes the form of a parody of The 

39 Steps, but what Hitchcock is really parodying is America and its 
culture, at least as it presents itself at first glance to this particular 
Englishman.

As in the case of Rebecca, however, the difference between Sabo-

teur and Foreign Correspondent and the British thrillers is not merely 
an increase in irony. For one thing, both American films allow their 
protagonists, and their viewers, to be touched more directly and 
more openly by the kind of horror that enters The 39 Steps primarily 
through the marginal figure of Margaret. The vision of fiery death 
with which Saboteur opens, for example, has no real precedent in the 
thirties thrillers, just as Hitchcock’s British films do not quite prepare 
us for the moment in Foreign Correspondent in which the innocent 
diplomat is shot point‑blank by a gun hidden in a camera.

Both Foreign Correspondent and Saboteur amplify Hitchcock’s dis‑
covery of the emotional effects that can be created with Hollywood 
technology. Few would seriously argue that they are major Hitchcock 
films, however. What they demonstrate is that, from the time of his 
arrival in America, Hitchcock was wrestling with the problem of mak‑
ing a Hitchcock film in Hollywood, the new form taken by his prob‑
lem of continuing to make real Hitchcock films at all. In their own 
terms, Hitchcock’s first American films are successful: they do satisfy 
an American public, and they are Hitchcock films. But they are at 
best stopgap solutions that leave unanswered the essential question: 
Can Hitchcock make a film in Hollywood that fulfills his ambitions?

Much the same can be said of Mr. and Mrs. Smith (1941) and 
Suspicion (1941), made between Foreign Correspondent and Sabo-

teur. Mr. and Mrs. Smith is usually dismissed as a misguided ven‑
ture in a genre of comedy inimical to Hitchcock’s work. But it is not 
really completely atypical. As I have argued, the Hitchcock thriller 
has always borne a close and complex relationship to the “come‑
dy of remarriage” initiated by It Happened One Night. In Mr. and 

Mrs. Smith, Hitchcock applies his singular intelligence and sensibil‑
ity to this distinctly American genre and creates a film that situates 
itself precisely in relationship to it, half inside and half outside its 
bounds, and illuminates the conditions of the remar riage genre even 
as it illuminates the conditions of Hitchcock’s au thorship. Mr. and 

Mrs. Smith breaks with, say, The Awful Truth by making the Robert 
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Montgomery figure unappealing as well as immoral, and in any case 
decisively not Gary Grant, One consequence is that the Carole Lom‑
bard figure at times takes on the aspect of a Hitchcock girl/woman 
trapped in a marriage from which she wishes to escape. When the 
binding legal status of this marriage is “miraculously” dissolved, it 
is like a dream come true: the author has shown his hand in the 
characteristic Hitchcock manner. Furthermore, the repugnant tactics 
Montgomery employs to try to win her back—they culminate in his 
playing half‑dead, raving like a madman to make her feel responsible 
for his suffering, although she really bears no guilt—clearly link him 
with the mysterious lodger figures who are obsessed with morally 
problematic “projects.” Nonetheless, while Mr. and Mrs. Smith is a 
serious response to an American genre and is also a real Hitchcock 
film, it is no more a major Hitchcock work than it is a major Hol‑
lywood comedy.

Suspicion likewise is a fascinating film that keeps faith with Hitch‑
cock’s authorship without being a major achievement. Part of its 
significance resides in its initiation of the long‑lasting and fruitful 
relationship between Cary Grant and Hitchcock’s camera. It is also of 
interest for its strategy of forging, and then deliberately de molishing, 
a strong bond of sympathy between the Joan Fontaine figure and the 
viewer. But its solution to the problem of making a Hitchcock film 
in America—the denial of America—is again a stopgap. Suspicion 

sets its action within a conventional Hollywood‑style England and 
fails to acknowledge the specific unrealities of that world. It fails to 
extend Hitchcock’s satire on America to this “England” that is really 
an American fantasy, and it equally fails to discover the real England 
as a subject (as Stage Fright and Frenzy go on to do).

Shadow of a Doubt (1943) is Hitchcock’s first American film that 
is the equal of his greatest and most ambitious British films. Shadow 

of a Doubt gives form to all he learned in Hollywood as it declares 
continuity with the whole body of his earlier work. It follows up on 
Suspicion’s investigation of the potentially tragic consequences of 
skepticism, for example; it situates itself in rela tionship to Ameri‑
can film genres, the way Mr. and Mrs. Smith does: it extends the 
reflections on American types and American culture begun in Foreign 

Correspondent and Saboteur; and it sustains Rebecca’s new mode of 
irony as well as its excitement in exploring new emotional effects. In 
Shadow of a Doubt, we might say that Hitchcock still wears his ironic 
mask, but he also unmasks himself to declare that the Hitchcock film 
is still alive, that the man who made The Lodger, Murder!, and the 
series of thrillers that range from Sabotage to The Lady Vanishes is 
still dedicated to his authorship. Rhetorically, Shadow of a Doubt 

takes the form of a theatrical demonstration that is also a serious 
lesson. With this film, Hitchcock accepts responsibility for educating 



Shadow of a Doubt 187

a public from whom he remains alienated. He creates a film that 
aspires to teach its audience what a Hitchcock film really is.

Shadow of a Doubt opens with an image that reappears on sig‑
nificant occasions throughout the film: waltzing couples, elegantly 
dressed, dancing around a grand ballroom. It is over this image that 
the film’s title credits appear, accompanied by strains of the “Merry 
Widow Waltz.”

This image is never placed. If the scene 
of dancing is real, surely its world must be 
long past, viewed through a screen of nos‑
talgia. If the scene is only a vision, whose 
vision is it? The film’s opening raises the 
questions of who or what commands the 
camera and what motivates the presenta‑
tion of this view. Shadow of a Doubt begins 
by declaring itself enigmatic, even before 
it announces that its projected world har‑
bors a mystery within it. Charles’s mystery 
is from the outset linked to the author’s 
gesture of opening his film as he does.

In asserting the link between the mystery contained within the 
world of the film and the mystery of the author’s enigmatic presen‑
tation, Shadow of a Doubt returns to the strategy of The Lodger and 
breaks with that of The 39 Steps. (The dancing couples image spe‑
cifically resonates with the picture of the lost idyll in The Lodger’s 
flashback.) Shadow of a Doubt has no unproblematic, innocent fig‑
ure of identification like Richard Hannay. The narration continually 
raises disquieting questions about its protagonist and about itself. 
But Shadow of a Doubt goes farther than The Lodger when it reveals 
that Uncle Charles is a killer like the Avenger, not innocent of killing 
like the lodger. In turn, the female protagonist, young Charlie (Teresa 
Wright), is an innocent like Daisy, but she is finally called upon to 
perform an act of killing with her own hands, like the girl/woman 
in Sabotage. Shadow of a Doubt is a complex and subtle film that 
bristles with paradoxes and ironies. Even more than The Lodger and 
Murder! and The 39 Steps, perhaps, it reveals its secrets only to those 
who seriously interrogate it.

The titles completed, there is a dissolve to an urban panorama. 
The camera pans along a river and dissolves first to a closer view, 
panning across a junkyard; to a city street, with boys playing ball; to 
a “bias shot” of a house with a “Rooms To Let” sign (the house is 
number 13, another link with The Lodger); then to a window of that 
house. There is a dissolve “through” that window, and we discover a 
man lying on a bed (Joseph Cotten). He is lost in thought, and plays 
distractedly with his cigar, as the camera moves in.

4.1
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This series of dissolves establishes a 
milieu, urban America in decay, that con‑
trasts sharply with the film’s Santa Rosa, 
California, a storybook American town. 
Shadow of a Doubt opens in the setting 
of the nexus of forties films that has come 
to be known as film noir (Double Indem-

nity, Gilda, Out of the Past, et al.). Part of 
Shadow of a Doubt’s originality resides 
in its deliberate juxtaposition of the dark 
world of film noir and the cheery world 
of sentimental Americana (Thornton 
Wilder is, after all, the credited screen‑
writer; Santa Rosa is Our Town). This jux‑
taposition is an extreme example of that 
characteristic of all of Hitchcock’s films 
between the elements of “expressionistic” 
film genres (the murder mystery, the hor‑
ror film, film noir) and the various forms 
of Hollywood romantic comedy. The film’s 
double opening (Charles’s introduction is 
to be repeated, almost shot by shot, in the 
introduction of Charlie) serves Hitchcock’s 
insistence that a world that knows the 
possibility of fulfillment through romantic 
love and a world that knows the despair 
of love betrayed and love lost are sub‑
ject to the same conditions and may be 
encompassed within a single frame. The 
reality of monstrousness and the possi‑
bility of redemption—even if, for some, 
redemption comes only through death—
are equally allowed by these conditions.

This series of dissolves exemplifies 
Hitchcock’s usual way of opening a film. 

The passage to the film’s designated protagonist by way of a move‑
ment in, a narrowing of view, dramatizes the camera’s choice of its 
subject. It suggests that this choice is at once arbitrary and inevitable, 
and provokes the question, What draws the camera—what leads the 
camera to draw us—to this figure? Hence, it extends the declaration 
of the film’s opening on the dancing couples image and links the 
author to the mysterious figure of Charles. It is not that we can simply 
regard the Cotten figure as the protagonist of Shadow of a Doubt, 

since the film goes on to designate a second figure with precisely the 
same formality. And it is not that this first series of dissolves simply 
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leads us to Charles. Having framed this figure lost in thought, the 
camera changes its direction, framing a night table on which rest a 
shot glass of whiskey, a water chaser, and a stack of money. Then 
the camera changes direction again, tilting down until it frames some 
bills that have spilled from the table to the rug.

This camera movement does not disclose the thoughts on which 
Cotten is dwelling. Why is this man, rolling in money, lying in bed in 
broad daylight in a seedy rooming house? Where has all the money 
come from, and why is he so indifferent to it? In introduc ing him in 
this manner—rather, in withholding a proper introduc tion, in present‑
ing him to us as unknown—the camera’s autonomy is asserted, its 
enigma declared. Charles’s mystery, the mystery of the author’s des‑
ignation of him, and the mystery of the camera’s gesture are linked.

If this were a film noir, Cotten would now begin to speak offscreen, 
telling the story of how he came to be reduced to despair. His narra‑
tion would motivate a flashback that would occupy the film for most 
of its duration. But this is not how Shadow of a Doubt proceeds. We 
hear a knocking on the door that cues the film’s first straight cut.

Reversing the angle of (4.4), this shot awakens us into the world 
of ordinary reality. It signals the beginning of a dialogue between 
Charles and his landlady, who has come to tell him that two men 
have been looking for him. She thought he did not want to be dis‑
turbed and told them he was not in. They are standing outside now, 
waiting for him. Throughout this dialogue, the camera—which had so 
clearly asserted its autonomy by its move‑
ment to frame the money on the floor—
allows its framing to appear subservient 
to the words and behavior of the subjects 
it frames, who in turn become characters 
playing out a scene right from a form of 
“realistic” theater whose primary medium 
is dialogue.

Extended dialogue scenes played and 
filmed straight, all but unknown in Hitch‑
cock’s British films, become increasingly 
important in his American work. By incor‑
porating them into his films, Hitchcock elaborates modes of presen‑
tation that allow the camera at the same time to mask and to declare 
itself (these modes include what I have called shot/reverse‑shot 
form and the reframing mode). The dialectical relationship of film 
and theater is given a new twist, and Charles also masks himself. 
In the  presence of this woman, he hides the alertness manifest in 
his solitary thinking. He acts like a somnambulist, his somber voice 
betraying no animation. The framing befits a man lying in state, as 
if Charles were waiting for death or already dead.

4.5
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Charles passively suffers the woman’s intrusion, but when she 
notices the money lying on the floor and enters the room to pick 
it up, he enacts a resigned indifference to the world (“It’s funny. 
They aren’t exactly friends of mine. They’ve never seen me. Now 
that they’re here, I’ll have to meet them, I may even go out to meet 
them. But then again, I may not.”). She pulls the blinds so that he can 
continue with his nap—blinds are always to be drawn when there is 
a dead man in the room—and glances back at him. The shadow of 
the lowering blind moves down past Cotton’s closed eyes. Here the 
suggestion that Charles longs for death or is already dead is refined: 
he awakens to darkness like a vampire.

On the sound of the closing door, 
Charles rises to his feet. (We might com‑
pare the moment when the lodger is 
“awakened” by the light and then riveted 
by the sound of Daisy’s laugh.) Hitchcock 
cuts to a much longer shot of the room. 
Alone again, Charles puts his cigar down 
and, with his back to the camera, takes a 
drink. (Smart money says that it’s brandy.) 
He looks toward the window as the music 
swells. At the musical climax, he throws 
his glass violently against the far wall.

The violence of this gesture is stunning. It suggests that Charles is, 
after all, very much alive. His display of world‑weary exhaustion and 
indifference was, it now appears, put on. And when he goes over to 
the window, he raises the blinds. A point‑of‑view shot—framed so 
as to emphasize the bars on the window, it doubles as an instance 
of Hitchcock’s //// motif—discloses two men on the street corner 
below.

Equally stunning is the cool audacity with which Charles now acts. 
He leaves and walks right by the two men waiting on the street corner, 
deliberately brushing by them, calling their bluff. Suddenly, Hitch‑
cock cuts to an extraordinary bird’s eye view of a desolate expanse of 

city terrain. A tiny figure—Charles—turns 
and leaves the frame. The camera holds 
this framing until the two pursuers enter—
the camera disdains to move, anticipating 
this entrance—and then go separate ways. 
There is a cut to another barren expanse. 
The two men—viewed from this height, 
they are tiny antlike figures—meet, evi‑
dently bewildered by their prey’s disap‑
pearance. In a gesture whose audacity 
matches Charles’s own, the camera twists 
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elegantly to the left, spanning this cityscape 

and finally settling on Charles himself, in 

profile. Fully come to life, he surveys the 
scene with amusement and contempt as 

he puffs on his cigar. Again Hitchcock has 

declared a bond, itself enigmatic, between 
the camera and this figure, the bounds of 

whose power and theatricality we find 

ourselves unable to survey.
We dissolve to Charles on the telephone 

in a dingy pool hall. “I want to send a 

telegram to Missus Joseph Newton, Santa 
Rosa, California. ‘Lonesome for you all. 

I’m coming out to stay with you awhile. 

Will wire exact time later. Love to you all, 
and a kiss for little Charlie from her Uncle 

Charlie.’ That’s right, that’s the signature. 

‘Uncle Charlie.’ That’s right. Santa Rosa.” 
We know that Charles goes to Santa Rosa 

to get away from the men who are pursu‑

ing him. But we do not know that he is 
not also lonesome for his family, that he 

is not also sincere in sending his love “and 

a kiss for little Charlie.” We cannot plumb 
his real intentions or his real wishes. Over Cotten’s voice repeating 

“Santa Rosa, California,” there is a dissolve to a panoramic view. 

It is as if the series of views of Santa Rosa that follows, accompa‑
nied by sunny music, illustrates Charles’s private meditation on the 

town; or as if he is presenting these pictures to us. Once more we 

sense an attunement between Hitchcock and Charles. This series of 
views, doubling the introduction of Charles, moves in on Charlie, 

lost in thought. Before we have an opportunity to wonder about her 

thoughts or Hitchcock’s emphatic suggestion of Charles’s link with 
her, the ringing of a telephone signals a cut to the downstairs of the 

house. Charlie’s nine‑year‑old sister, Ann, 

is lying on the floor, eating an apple and 
reading Ivanhoe. The camera follows her 

as she walks—with comically exaggerated 

slowness, keeping her nose buried in her 
book—to the phone, and pulls over a stool 

so she can reach it. A telegram has arrived.

One of the most striking features of 
Shadow of a Doubt is the boldness with 

which it passes from tone to tone and 

mood to mood. Such shifts are character‑
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istic of Hitchcock, but this film exploits them with uncommon aban‑
don, as in this transition from a film noir milieu to a household that 
could be straight out of Frank Capra’s You Can’t Take It With You. The 
Newton family is made up of lovable, eccentric screwballs, such as 
precocious Ann, with her fervent dedication to literature (“I read two 
books a week. I took a sacred oath I would”) and belief in its literal 
truth (“I get everything from my books. They’re all true”). Each of the 
family members is, whatever else he or she may be, a running joke. 
But unlike Capra Hitchcock does not suggest that his “pixilated” fam‑
ily is blessed by true sanity, which a topsy‑turvy world mistakes for 
unreason. The Newton family has not innocently escaped the traps 
set by the world, and it does not provide safe harbor for true lov‑
ers. Charlie cannot escape into her family or from it, just as Charles 
cannot. And when he wishes, Hitchcock makes these screwballs ring 
true (we may sense that he has modeled Ann on his own daugh‑
ter, Pat, who appears in several of his later films). But this does not 
prevent Hitchcock from exploiting his characters as stereotypes in a 
satire on America: Joe (Henry Travers) is the henpecked American 
father, for example. Nor as caricatures, or emblems, of his own coup 

de théâtre: Joe’s dialogues with Herb, in which they “relax” by analyz‑
ing the latest murder mysteries, are not designed to appear real. They 
are as stylized as vaudeville turns, and stop Hitchcock’s show. But 
for Hitchcock to allow his show to be stopped by a framed piece of 
theater is also for him to show his own hand. And these characters 
are stand‑ins for philosophical positions in a complex discourse that 
is, at one level, a reflection on the film itself. Ann’s faith in a literature 
dedicated to romantic love is opposed by her father’s understanding 
of literature and his practice of “literary criticism.” If wedlock is holy 
in Ann’s literature, in her father’s it is a condition that motivates mur‑
der. But are we to take Shadow of a Doubt for Ann’s kind of litera‑
ture or Joe’s, and what form of criticism might be appropriate to it? 
Then, too, both Ann’s and Joe’s positions are opposed by little Roger’s 
belief that science and logic have conquered all provinces of mystery 
(“Superstitions have been proven one hundred percent wrong”) and 
his obsessive practice of quantification (“Do you know how many 
steps I have to take to get from here to the drugstore? Six hundred 
and forty‑nine!”). And all three positions are in turn opposed dialecti‑
cally by the principles Graham articulates when he presents himself 
as a documentary photographer undertaking to capture the reality of 
the typical American family.

These characters’ articulations of their contrasting worldviews con‑
tribute to the specific texture of the dialogue of Shadow of a Doubt. 
Debates run through the whole film that take up the issues central to 
the confrontations between Handel Fane and Sir John and between 
Hannay and the Professor. The arguments are framed within the 
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complex discourse Hitchcock addresses to us. The words are often 
charged with ironic meanings of which only the viewer can be aware. 
The scenes involving the various family members provide counter‑
point to the main lines of dramatic action. The ironies they embody 
are, at one level, dramatic. For example, the first words spoken by the 
mother, Emma (Patricia Collinge), “My, those back stairs are steep,” 
ironically anticipate the accident that is to take place, much later in 
the film, on those stairs. But then getting to know Shadow of a Doubt 

is partly a matter of coming to recognize how every line of dialogue 
is charged with multiple meanings and functions, how it participates 
in the film’s philosophical discourse and in a system of anticipations 
that both serves and undermines the suspense.

I have argued that such a texture of significance is characteristic 
of Hitchcock’s films in general. Beyond this, Shadow of a Doubt’s 
specific arguments, and its unifying system of signs and linkages, 
deeply embed it within Hitchcock’s oeuvre. When Joe hears there is 
a telegram, he immediately assumes that his sister, a new driver, has 
caused an accident. Throughout the film, the word accident is highly 
charged: this film, as surely as The Rules of the Game, is about the 
nature of accidents (can a world authored by Hitchcock have any 
accidents?). The line will be echoed when Emma tells the chilling 
story of Charles’s accident. But the resonance of the line, which is 
spoken with such comical casualness, goes beyond the bounds of this 
film: when Marnie’s mother speaks of her “accident,” and that word 
is taken up into Marnie’s discourse, it is a mark of the continuity of 
Hitchcock’s work.

The character of Shadow of a Doubt’s dialogue, combined with the 
consistent brilliance of its parody of ordinary ways of using mean‑
ingful language thoughtlessly (in its rendering of the absurdities and 
meaningfulness of ordinary language, the Wilder/Hitchcock dialogue 
is worthy of Beckett), makes it eminently quotable. This film contains 
no line of dialogue that is merely conventional or “ordinary.’ ”

A brief exchange between Ann and her father follows. As in the 
exchange between Charles and the landlady, the camera masks itself, 
apparently depicting a scene straight out 
of “realistic” theater. What is realistic on 
stage emerges as conspicuously stagy 
within Hitchcock’s frame, but the con‑
tinual intrusion of staginess is not a flaw. 
It is part of a strategy for making theater 
a subject of the film. Now Hitchcock cuts 
back to Charlie, a shot that is the mirror 
image of our first close view of Charles.

Like Charles, Charlie is interrupted in 
her solitary thinking by a knock on the 
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door. Her father opens the door and stands in the doorway. She tells 
him of her despair about the state of the family (“I give up. We sort 
of go along and nothing happens. We’re in a terrible rut”). When 
Joe reminds her that the bank gave him a raise last January, Char‑
lie replies, “How can you talk about money when I’m talking about 
souls?” What disturbs Charlie particularly is her mother’s unfulfill‑
ment (“Dinner, then dishes, then bed, I don’t see how she stands 
it”). She proposes that they do something for her. But what? It will 
take a miracle. Suddenly, Emma’s voice sounds offscreen, and she 
makes her entrance. Charlie takes out her irritability and frustration 
on her mother (“Oh, I’ve become a nagging old maid”). Then she has 
a brainstorm. She announces that she’s going downtown to send a 
telegram to “a wonderful person who will come and shake us all up, 
who will save us.” The one “right person” to effect their salvation is 
Uncle Charles. Emma resists this suggestion, but Charlie is insistent.

Charlie argues that, if they are to “do something for” Emma, if the 
family is to be “saved,” what is needed is a “miracle.” The coming of 
Charles, in answer to Charlie’s call, is to provide that miracle. But 
what is the miracle that Charlie calls upon Charles to perform? It is 
all too plain that Joe has no authority or power within this house‑
hold. He is sweet but ineffectual. Married to Joe, Emma can never 
feel fulfilled. The only “miracle” that could “save” Emma would be 
for a real man, one who possesses the potency Joe lacks, a man such 
as Uncle Charles, to come to take Joe’s place. And Emma’s resistance 
to Charlie’s idea suggests that she does indeed desire Charles, that 
he is the lover of her dreams.

But surely there is another “miracle” in Charlie’s fantasy as well. 
When she speaks of herself as “a nagging old maid,” we are reminded 
that she is a young woman discovering her own sexuality, one of 
Hitchcock’s girls on the threshold of womanhood. Will her own mar‑
riage, when it comes, be as unfulfilling as her mother’s? Will the lover 
she longs for come, enabling her to escape the trap of a sexless mar‑
riage into which her mother stepped? When Charlie calls for Charles, 
she sees him as her own, as well as her mother’s, longed‑for lover.

At the telegraph office, Charlie learns of the arrival of Charles’s 
wire, and marvels at the coincidence. Then Hitchcock cuts to Charlie 
on the street, walking toward the camera. Beaming, she says, “He 
heard me! He heard me!” Does she believe that Charles has heard 
her call, confirming their “magical” bond? Or that God heard her 
prayer? To Charlie, Charles is divine. To us, Charles’s “divinity” is his 
mysterious bond with Hitchcock, who arranges this miraculous coin‑
cidence in accordance with a secret design. In ironic counterpoint to 
Charlie’s sublime assurance that the agency that engineered Charles’s 
coming must be benign, Hitchcock dissolves from Teresa Wright’s 
beaming countenance to a locomotive going full steam. The dissolve 
is sufficiently slow for us to note the momentary superimposition, 
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which creates the impression that a mon‑
strous engine is advancing menacingly on 
the unsuspecting Charlie. Then the camera 
reframes on the locomotive as it advances, 
holding on its grinding wheels.

There is a dissolve to the interior of this 
train. Then the camera moves in to frame 
a black curtain that shields a compartment 
from our view. Charles, masquerading as 
the sick “Mr. Otis,” is behind this curtain, 
which serves as an emblem of his mys‑
tery and capacity for theater. (Compare 
the lodger, viewed through the transpar‑
ent ceiling, framed with the curtain that is 
emblematic of his mystery.) In this brief 
interlude, Hitchcock makes his ritual per‑
sonal appearance. Although we do not get 
to see his face, we have no trouble rec‑
ognizing him as one of a party playing 
bridge.

In the midst of talk about the “poor 
soul” behind the curtain, a man turns 
to Hitchcock and says, “You don’t look 
very well either!” Hitchcock then presents 
an insert, from “his own” point of view, 
of the bridge hand “he” holds: thirteen 
spades. Hitchcock’s affinity with Charles is 
reasserted. Both are “veiled,” both appear 
unwell, but perhaps both really hold all 
the cards.

Over cheery music, there is a dissolve 
from the bridge hand to the Santa Rosa 
train station. The train arrives in a cloud of 
black smoke. As a porter helps the suppos‑
edly sick Charles dismount, Charlie runs 
toward him, but stops, uncertain. We cut 
to her point of view‑; then to a medium 
shot of Charles, who straightens up, smiles, 
and walks forward jauntily; then back to 
Charlie, who also smiles, and again runs 
forward reassured. A series of alternating 
shots ensues: Charles, smiling and walking 
forward, followed by Charlie, smiling and 
walking forward, and so on. This alterna‑
tion once more presents the two figures as 
matched or linked or bound to each other; 
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each becomes the other’s mirror reflection 
or double, as if they were but one being 
with two aspects.

These frontal shots with marked depth 
of perspective are followed by a frame 
devoid of foreground figures, shallow 
in focus, and conspicuously lacking in 
depth. The sudden transition to this flat‑
tened frame underscores the special sig‑
nificance of what is to happen within this 
frame. (Hitchcock’s attention to flatness 
and depth culminates in Dial “M” for Mur-

der, made in 3‑D. In that film, shot after 
shot frames bottles, glasses, books, lamps, 
and so on, in the foreground, creating the 
effect of a screen separating us from the 
world that recedes into deep space. This 
makes it all the more dramatic when a 
sentence of death is passed on Grace Kel‑
ly, and Hitchcock places her against a bare 
background that defines the plane of the 
film screen and turns her into an incor‑
poreal figure floating within the space of 
the theater.)

Charles and Charlie simultaneously 
enter this frame from opposite sides. But 
first to enter the frame is Charles’s cane—
magician’s wand and, like his ubiquitous 
cigar, emblem of his phallic power. Only 
then do the two human figures enter 
the frame and embrace. (In Strangers on 

a Train, Hitchcock films the encounter 
between the murderous Bruno and his 
intended victim, Guy’s wife, in a similar 
way. There, it is a cigarette lighter that 
enters the frame first, followed by the 
simultaneous entrance, from opposite 
sides, of the two human figures. The lighter 
sparks this woman’s desire: she takes her 
pursuer to be a determined seducer and is 
thrilled to find herself, at last, near him.)

The camera moves out slightly as Joe, 
Roger, and Ann join Charles and Char‑
lie in the frame. There are greetings all 
around and the whole group begins to 
walk toward the camera, which recedes 
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before them but does not quite keep pace. 
One after another, the family members 
pass out of the frame, leaving Charlie and 
Charles, then only Charles. The frame to 
himself, he smiles with satisfaction. This 
virtuoso passage is followed by an equally 
important sequence, composed with equal 
precision.

The car drives up to the Newton house. 
Emma, not yet seen by Charles, hurriedly 
takes off her apron and prepares herself to 
be viewed, the depth of her feeling appar‑
ent. Leaving the car, he looks toward the 
house. From his point of view, we see her 
wave her arms and come running down 
the stairs; he, too, has perceived her emo‑
tion. But the shot that follows, a low‑angle 
medium shot of Charles, haloed by trees, 
does not in the same way reveal his feel‑
ings. On his line, “Emma, don’t move,” we 
might expect a continuity cut to a shot 
that again frames Charles at mid‑range 
and has Emma join him in the frame; 
or a shot from Charles’s point of view 
that frames Emma like a picture (as in the lodger’s deferred view 
of Daisy). Instead, Hitchcock gives us another frontal shot, this one 
dominated by trees. Again, the human figures enter the foreground 
of this “empty” frame simultaneously from opposite sides. But with 
the meeting of Charles and Charlie as precedent, we are surprised 
by the scale of this shot: Charles and Emma are viewed from a great 
distance, and when they pause they are still very far apart. Only when 
Charles says, “You look like Emma Spencer Oakley of forty‑six Vernon 
Street, Saint Paul, Minnesota, the prettiest girl on the block” do they 
run toward each other and embrace, upon which Hitchcock cuts to 
a closer shot, and Roger and Ann join them. (Compare, in North by 

Northwest, Hitchcock’s handling of the reunion in the woods of the 
Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint characters.)

Ann and Roger start to walk toward the house, the camera refram‑
ing with them, and we discover Charlie, who has been standing silent 
all this time, slightly apart from the rest of the family, proud and 
happy witness to this scene that she takes herself to have authored.

But this part of the film ends on a disquieting note. Joe and Charles 
enter Charlie’s room. Joe explains that it was Charlie’s idea to have 
Charles stay there. Joe stops Charles as he is about to put his hat 
on the bed. “Superstitious, Joe?” “No, but I don’t believe in inviting 
trouble.” But when Joe leaves, Charles goes over to a photograph on 
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the wall of Charlie and several classmates, 
wearing caps and gowns, evidently taken 
at her high school graduation. He looks 
down at the flower arrangement in a vase 
on a table below the photograph, plucks a 
rose and sticks it in his lapel. He glances at 
his hat and then at the bed, but what he 
does next is to walk over to the window, 
hat in hand, and look down to the street. 
This time, what he sees is not two men, 
but Emma talking to another woman.

Turning so that he is now framed fron‑
tally, Charles again glances down at his 
hat. With a secret smile, he raises his gaze 
until he is looking in the direction of the 
camera, but seeming to be looking past it, 
not at it. Only then does he toss his hat 
on the bed. On the movement of the hat, 
the camera pans left so rapidly that every‑
thing momentarily becomes a blur, until 
the hat on the bed is framed in a stable 
composition.

On this framing, the image fades out to 
mark the end of the film’s first “act.” Struc‑
turally, it is like the fade in The Lodger on 
the ceiling lamp, emblem of the lodger’s 
mystery. Tossing the hat on the bed, 
Charles affirms that he has lodged himself 
within the Newton home.

When Charles plucks the flower after 
viewing her photograph, we sense that he 
has not so innocent designs upon Char‑
lie. We are not yet in a position to rec‑
ognize this, but in retrospect it becomes 
all too clear that what he sees that makes 
him smile when he looks out the win‑
dow—Emma conversing (no doubt about 
him) with one of her cronies (perhaps the 
woman who will be identified as the wid‑
owed Mrs. Potter)—has a sinister aspect as 
well. When he tosses the hat on the bed, 
violating Joe’s injunction and challeng‑
ing Joe’s God, the clear suggestion is that 
Charles’s designs on Charlie are sexual. 
But why exactly has he lodged himself in 
this household? What are his intentions?
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It is significant that this camera move‑
ment doubles the movement from the 
perplexed would‑be pursuers to Charles 
looking disdainfully down upon them. 
That earlier camera movement, I argued, 
suggested a bond between Charles and 
the camera. Its repetition makes a further 
suggestion. It is now Charles’s own gesture 
that precipitates the camera’s movement. 
It is as though Charles, claiming his place 
in this home, his domination of Joe, his 
willingness to take on the gods, and his 
possession of Charlie, also manifests a 
power to direct the camera. Has Hitch‑
cock authorized Charles’s appropriation 
of this power, or is Charles’s gesture an 
act of hubris of an order that cannot go 
unpunished?

The scene fades in on the family at din‑
ner. All eyes are on Charles, who is hold‑
ing forth, ensconced at the head of the 
table and almost center‑frame. “It wasn’t 
the biggest yacht in the world, but it had 
a nice little library and the bar was pan‑
eled in bleached mahogany. You pushed a button, and . . .” At this 
moment, Charles leans forward and looks directly at—not past—the 
camera. This reminds us that there is someone absent from the frame, 
sitting at the other end of the table: Charles’s designated audience, 
in whose view he occupies center stage. On the words, “What am I 
talking about? That’s all over. Let’s talk about you,” there is a cut to 
Emma, who smiles, speechless at the attention paid to her.

Emma envisions Charles as central, but his feelings toward her are 
unclear. At one level, he is toying with her: simply by meeting her 
gaze, he in effect “pushes a button, and . . .” Women are puppets 
who may be manipulated at will.

I hear the line “You pushed a button, and . . .” as, at one lev‑
el, Charles’s reference—over Emma’s head—to his own methods of 
operation with women. But the line has another level of reference as 
well and exemplifies a strategy basic to Shadow of a Doubt. It is also 
Hitchcock who is referring, no doubt assuming that this reference will 
go unnoticed by most viewers (which is precisely his point), to his 
own practices. Hitchcock “pushes a button” and brings the viewer, 
however oblivious, into focus.

Charles changes the subject. He has gifts to hand out: inappropri‑
ately, a toy pistol for Roger and a stuffed animal for Ann. A much 
more appreciated gift: Joe’s first wristwatch. Then, for Emma: “I’ve 
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two for you, Emmy. One old and one new.” (There turns out to be 
“something borrowed” for Charlie.) The “new” is a fur stole. The “old” 
is a pair of photographs of their mother and father. How can we 
reconcile Charles’s thinking about “all the old things,” and his sen‑
timental act of keeping these old photographs, with the disdainful 
gesture of plucking the flower and throwing the hat on the bed, and 
the condescending manipulation of Emma?

Charlie’s “My, she was pretty!” sets the stage for the first unveiling 
of Charles’s power to hold an audience in thrall by the sound of his 
voice. But as he spins out a vision of an idyllic vanished past, some‑
thing else emerges as well: the ease with which his speech, steeped in 
poetic nostalgia, slips into a dark, brooding meditation on the fallen 
present. “Everybody was sweet and pretty then, Charlie. The whole 
world. Wonderful world. . . . Not like the world today. Not like the 
world now. It was great to be young then. [He squeezes Charlie’s 
shoulder.]” The truth is that the world today knows neither happi‑
ness nor beauty. The world is not what Charlie thinks it is, and she 
is wrong about him, wrong to imagine that his coming signifies the 
rule of a divinity that prizes human happiness.

Charlie takes issue with Charles, however tentatively. “We’re all 
happy now, Uncle Charlie, look at us!” Rather than directly argue 

his point, Charles constructs a demonstra‑
tion—or is this Hitchcock’s demonstration, 
or one on which they collaborate?—which 
Charlie is incapable of grasping. He says, 
“Now for your present, Charlie,” and we 
get the only shot in the sequence that iso‑
lates Charlie in the frame. As she gets up 
to go to the kitchen, the camera follows 
her. On Charlie’s “I don’t want another 
thing,” a shadow passes over her. As the 
camera continues reframing with her 
movement, the shadow’s source is dis‑
closed. She passes behind Charles, whose 
back, startlingly close to the camera, fills 
the frame.

The whiteness that engulfs Charlie 
at this moment is an image of Charlie’s 
“present” in two senses: Charlie’s present 
is shadowed, and she is screened from 
us, by Charles, and the emptiness that  
he stands for—he is not another “thing,” 
he is nothingness—will be his present to 
her.
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Charles’s and Charlie’s exchange in the kitchen is filmed in shot/
reverse‑shot mode.

I can’t explain it. . . . I’m glad that mother named me after you and that she 
thinks we’re both alike. I think we are too. I know it. It would spoil things if 
you should give me anything. We’re not just an uncle and a niece. It’s some‑
thing else. I know you. I know that you don’t tell people a lot of things. I don’t 
either. I have the feeling that inside you somewhere there’s something nobody 
knows about. . . . Something secret and wonderful and—I’ll find out. We’re 
sort of like twins, don’t you see?

We have to know it is because she takes them to be twins that 
Charlie wishes for no gift. She knows that there is something inside 
him that nobody knows about. It is her right as his twin, and indeed 
her duty, to come to know of this something. And of course she has 
this same something inside her that he has inside him. When she 
knows him completely, she will at the same time know herself.

Does Charles share Charlie’s belief that they are twins? If so, does 
he, without knowing it, really share her innocence, or does she, too, 
have darkness in her heart? Or is it that he believes that Charlie, in 
her innocence, represents a principle with which he is at war? We 
must not jump to conclusions about the bond between Charles and 
Charlie, or about who is destined to learn what, and with what conse‑
quences, as the narrative unfolds. One thing is clear about Charles’s 
gift, however. With whatever irony, it invokes a specific conventional 
scene. Within the frame of a two‑shot, Charles says, “Give me your 
hand, Charlie.” The camera moves in as he solemnly places a ring 
on her finger. Twins or enemies locked in struggle, they are now 
betrothed.

After Charlie’s “Thank you,” Charles 
points out that she did not even look at 
the ring. When she does so, Hitchcock 
cuts to an insert closeup from her point of 
view. We can almost immerse ourselves in 
the emerald’s greenness, despite the fact 
that the film is in black and white. (For 
Hitchcock, green is the color of dreams, 
fantasies, and memories. The perfect love 
not attainable in today’s world is infused 
with green in its imagining. When Judy 
turns into Madeleine before Scottie’s eyes in Vertigo, she is bathed 
in a soft green light. Green is the color of a world from which the 
Hitchcockian red and black and white and brown are banished. Like 
Hitchcock’s practice of employing a set of what I have called aural 
symbols, his consistent color symbolism—red, green, silver‑white, 
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black, and brown play the major roles—is worthy of detailed study. 
Two brief points: [1] As Shadow of a Doubt illustrates, this color sym‑
bolism is already adumbrated in Hitchcock’s black and white films. 
Even in the silent Downhill, fantasy memory sequences are tinted 
green. And Hitchcock films regularly allude to symbolically charged 
colors by the names given to characters and places. Hence, the asy‑
lum in Spellbound is called Green Manors, and Charles and Emma, 
in Shadow of a Doubt, grew up together on Vernon Street. [Perhaps 
the naming of the reprehensible Mr. Green is a private joke.] [2] 
Hitchcock at times casts colors against type, as it were. In the case of 
green, the deepest instance occurs in The Birds. Hitchcock concludes 
the horrifying passage in which Jessica Tandy makes her nightmar‑
ish discovery at the Fawcett farm by cutting to a frame dominated 
by the green of a pickup truck that occupies the extreme foreground 
of the frame. In Torn Curtain, he casts red—usually associated with 
sexual tension—against type by making it, in the guise of a fire exit 
at a ballet theater, the signpost for the couple’s escape route from 
East Germany, a world devoid of color. Torn Curtain uses Hitchcock’s 
//// motif in a similar way. In Spellbound, it triggers Gregory Peck to 
lose control, but in Torn Curtain it is, in the form of the Greek letter 
Π, the insignia of the underground freedom fighters.)

Charlie discovers an inscription: “ts from bm.” Upset, Charles 
wants to take it back, but she won’t let him (“Someone else was 
probably happy with this ring”). This ring becomes for us an emblem 
of Charles’s mystery, as well as a clue. Who are ts and bm, and what 
was this couple’s fate? How did Charles come into possession of this 
really good emerald, and what does giving it to Charlie mean to him?

Charlie steps out of the frame and Charles walks toward the cam‑
era. The dancing couples image—for the half‑minute or so leading 
up to this moment, the musical track has been invoking it—appears 
superimposed on his advancing figure, suggesting a link between this 
image and Charles’s subjectivity. What Charles is really like “within” 

is his mystery.
The dancing couples dissolve to the 

dinner table. Now Charles sits at one 
end of the frame and Emma at the other. 
Charlie is at the center, but she is small 
in the background and her back is to the 
camera.

Charlie starts to hum the “Merry Wid‑
ow Waltz” (it provokes Ann’s characteris‑
tic line, “Sing at the table and you’ll marry 
a crazy husband”). Then there is a reprise 
of (4.27), with Charles center‑screen. The 
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effect is to bracket everything that has 
occurred between—the giving of the gifts, 
the betrothal—and to re‑anchor the scene 
in Emma’s view.

Charles tells Joe that he wants to put 
$40,000 in his bank. Over the following 
shot of Charlie, who is still humming, 
Emma’s voice offscreen says, “Goodness, 
the way men do things!” This framing, 
which takes in the whole scene and places 
Charles center‑screen, gives her observa‑
tion a comprehensiveness that is intrinsic 
to its obscurity. It sums up all she has seen and also has a curious 
aspect of prophecy, as if what is about to take place within her view 
will represent even more perspicuously “the way men do things” (I 
am not suggesting that Emma is knowingly a prophet). But also, I 
hear in this line one of the author’s self‑refer ences that run through 
the film. Emma speaks words Hitchcock gives her, and he speaks 
through her, referring to his own practice is this moment exempli‑
fies it. Hitchcock’s composition of this sequence is fully exemplary of 
that way men do things, which so fills Emma with wonderment. At 
this level, the remark reflects what has already been screened, what 
is onscreen now, and what is about to take place within the frame. 
A character’s words are a medium through which Hitchcock can in 
effect say, “Attend to this!”—this means, in part, “Attend to me!”—
without breaking his narrative discipline. With Emma’s offscreen line, 
Hitchcock alerts us to the sequence’s masterful example of his prac‑
tice. Unlike Charles, Emma never claims the power to direct the cam‑
era. She remains consciously oblivious, but unconsciously attuned 
to the dark turns of the author’s scenario, like Daisy’s mother in 
The Lodger. (Perhaps this is Hitchcock’s idea of the way women do 
things.) Despite her apparent absolute inability to put two and two 
together, her utterances repeatedly make her, in effect, the author’s 
unconscious spokesman, and her actions the author’s unconscious 
agent (for example, when she attempts to fix Charles up with the 
widowed Mrs. Potter, or when she sends Charlie out on the shopping 
trip that almost leads to her death). The writing of Emma’s dialogue 
and Patricia Collinge’s unforgettable performance combine to cre‑
ate a figure of great originality and power. Collinge’s performance, 
like Teresa Wright’s, is technically all but indistinguishable from 
her performance in William Wyler’s The Little Foxes. But Hitchcock 
gives Collinge’s creation a frame that puts in a deeper perspective 
her deadpan black humor and subtle explorations of aspects of the 
American experience that cut painfully deep.
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Emma manifests the all but inhuman brilliance of Hitchcock’s 
design, while giving the film emotional weight. She is both the 
author’s creature and an individual character. As a character, she is 
both a precisely delineated individual and a representative of a cer‑
tain type of American woman, whose belief in bourgeois American 
verities is absolutely sincere. Through the reality, but also the institu‑
tion, of her psychological frailty, she dominates the life of the family. 
This oppressive domination is rendered the more maddening by her 
palpable innocence: she asks nothing for herself, wishes only happi‑
ness on the family. We can almost imagine that she is her brother’s 
equal in malignancy and his superior in deceitfulness, except for the 
inescapability of our recognition of her innocence, an innocence that 
shadows the family in guilt.

The scene anticipated by Emma’s remark begins with Charlie’s “I 
can’t get that tune out of my head.” We know that Charles is lying 
when he identifies it as the “Blue Danube Waltz.” Hitchcock cuts from 
Charles to Charlie on her words, “No it isn’t, Uncle Charlie. I know 
what it is . . .” Then there is a sudden cut to a closeup of a crys‑
tal wine glass. As Charlie’s offscreen voice continues (“It’s the . . .”), 
Charles’s hand knocks the glass over. As it falls, the camera pans 
sharply to the left, echoing the earlier movements that suggested the 
camera’s bond with Charles; then there is a cut to a long shot of 
the family in commotion. Why won’t Charles allow the words merry 

widow to be spoken?
The scene that follows first broaches the subject of murder. Joe’s 

friend Herb arrives. “You never were much on helping,” Emma says 
to Charles as a pleasantry, adding, “There, now, lead a life of lux‑
ury,” as she takes the newspaper out of Joe’s hand and pulls away 
the cushion on which Herb was about to sit, giving both to Charles 
and at the same time driving the “literary critics” to the porch. Does 
Emma resent Charles for his privilege? She appears unconscious of 
the possibility of such resentment. In any case, the process, in part 
unconsciously directed by Emma, by which Charles appropriates 

the place of the head of this household is 
already well advanced.

The dialogue on the subject of the per‑
fect murder is set off formally by its fram‑
ing within a single static two‑shot, which 
underscores its character as a vaude‑
ville‑like stylized set piece.

Herb (Hume Cronyn) is the stereotype 
of the mama’s boy: small, frail, slightly 
effeminate, lacking the capacity of effec‑
tive self‑assertion. We are expected, I take 
it, to regard Herb’s obsession with murder 
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as a displacement of a wish to commit a specific real murder he does 
not have the courage even to contemplate. His mother may be only 
“middling” but has enough life in her—or so he imagines—to keep 
her son from living a life of his own. (Herb is a study for Norman 
Bates.)

Herb is acutely alert to the major and minor ways people put 
him down. His entrances are routinely treated as intrusions, and he 
feels slighted whenever any of his ideas is not appreciated. Since he 
advances them already smarting from prior slights, he feels slighted 
all the time. His assertions take on a hostile tone that only half con‑
ceals a desire for violence. It is perhaps above all in the original and 
singular inflection of Hume Cronyn’s portrayal of ordinary vengeful‑
ness that his performance matches Patricia Collinge’s in brilliance.

Herb’s anger when Joe points out that he is confusing writing a 
murder mystery with performing a murder is characteristic. It also 
helps embed this dialogue within the film’s discourse about the rela‑
tionship of literature (and by extension film) and reality. On Herb’s “If 
I was going to kill you, I’d murder you so it didn’t look like murder,” 
Hitchcock cuts abruptly to Charles, almost hidden by the newspa‑
per he is reading. This cut suggests that something in the newspaper 
bears on murder. But to what murder‑that‑doesn’t‑look‑like‑murder 
does this cut refer? What murder has Charles performed or does he 
intend to perform? Or is this another of the author’s self‑references? 
Is it he who is planning a kind of murder, and who is to be his vic‑
tim? Is it Charles, who is, after all, fated to die in what his world will 
remember as an accident? Are we Hitchcock’s designated victims?

Charles plays a game with Joe’s newspaper, ostensibly to entertain 
the children but really to give himself an opportunity to rip out a 
page. From Charles’s hand pocketing the purloined page, Hitchcock 
dissolves to Charlie on the landing, standing outside the door to 
her—for the time being, Charles’s—room. The frame is dominated 
by the huge shadow she casts on the wall and the vertical shadows 
of the banister (another occurrence of the //// motif).

Entering the room, Charlie tells Charles 
that she knows a secret. She goes to his 
jacket, pulls the page from the bulging 
pocket, and holds it up like a trophy.

Hitchcock allowed us, in the preceding 
sequence, to witness Charles’s deception of 
the children. But now we, like Charles, are 
surprised by Charlie’s revelation that she 
has seen through Charles’s charade. Hitch‑
cock gave us no sign that Charlie possesses 
such power to penetrate Charles’s decep‑
tions. Charlie’s revelation triggers a vio‑
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lent response from Charles. As he suddenly rises, he looks right into 
the camera. With frightening swiftness, he walks forward ominously. 
Hitchcock cuts to Charles’s hand violently seizing Charlie’s wrist; to 
her anguished face; and only then to a medium two‑shot that regis‑
ters the passing of the moment of intense fear. Charles apologizes and 
says goodnight as Charlie leaves. Alone in the room, he picks up the 
newspaper page and folds it neatly, smiling to himself.

This is the first time that Charles directs a violent gesture at the 
camera. Firsthand, as it were, we feel its force. But then Hitchcock 
allows us this view, withheld from Charlie, that suggests the pos‑
sibility that this is only an act performed by an actor who remains 
unmoved inside. Charles’s violent gesture, perhaps only an act, 
becomes another clue to his mystery. This passage suggests that the 
locus of Charles’s frightening power, hence his mystery, is his hand. 
Another implication may be approached through the observation 
that, whether or not Charles is bluffing when he frightens Charlie 
with this display of violence, the capacity for violence with which 
Hitchcock confronts us is real. (It is only in Psycho that Hitchcock 
allows this power free rein.)

A last statement of Charles’s mystery concludes this part of the 
film. Hitchcock cuts to the exterior of the Newton house, then to 
Ann’s bedroom (now shared by Charlie). After Ann says her prayers, 
the camera moves in on Charlie, the framing invoking her myste‑
rious bond with Charles. She hums the “Merry Widow Waltz” and 
looks dreamy. We take it that she is thinking thoughts of Charles, and 
at this moment Hitchcock cuts to Charles, sitting in his easy chair 
smoking his cigar. As he blows a perfect smoke ring—how many 
takes did this shot require?—the image fades out.

Charles has the same air of disdain he had when he plucked 
the flower and tossed his hat on the bed. 
Is Charlie, to Charles, as insubstantial, 
as subject to his will, as this smoke? Or 
is this smoke, as it forms a ring, symbol 
of their betrothal, the medium through 
which Charles’s desire, not subject to the 
dictates of his will, reveals itself? If desire 
draws Charlie to Charles, does it also draw 
Charles to Charlie?

The scene fades in on the exterior of the 
Newton house, then dissolves to Charles 
in bed. Emma comes into the room with 

breakfast and a piece of news: “You’re not the only celebrity in this 
town. The whole Newton family is going to be in the limelight. A 
young man called this morning. Said his name was Graham.”
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His face grim, Charles tears the piece 
of toast he holds in his hands. (The vio‑
lence in this gesture recalls Joe tearing the 
dough heart in The Lodger.)

He’s being sent around the country by some 
sort of institute or committee or something and 
is supposed to pick representative American 
families and ask them questions. It’s kind of a 
poll. It’s called the “National Public Survey.” He 
said he wanted a typical American family. I told 
him we weren’t a typical American family. He’s 
going to take our pictures, too.

Charles’s response renders Emma speechless. Wagging his knife 
at her, he says, “Emmie, women are fools. They’d fall for anything. 
Why expose the family to a couple of snoopers?” (It is obvious to us 
that Charles takes Graham to be on his trail.) When Charlie arrives, 
Charles tells her how Emma “made the Newton family into all‑Amer‑
ican suckers.” As Charles cuts his food in the foreground of the frame 
and listens intently while Emma protests that “As Mr. Graham told 
it, it wasn’t that way at all; it’s our duty as 
citizens,” Charlie intervenes on her moth‑
er’s side. She points out how it would be 
a chance to have a free photograph made. 
When Charles insists that he’s never been 
photographed in his life and doesn’t want 
to be, Emma says, “I had a photograph 
of you. I gave it to Charlie. I guess you’ve 
forgotten.”

Charles prides himself on being the 
man who has never been photographed 
and on being the man who remembers all 
the old things. This forgotten photograph 
challenges his understanding of who he is. 
To mark the occasion, Hitchcock reframes 
to a three‑shot with Charles in profile and 
in shadow and the two women standing in 
the background behind him; then cuts to 
an insert of a photograph of Charles—that 
is, of Joseph Cotten—as a child; then cuts 
back.

Charles is placed in a passive position, 
stripped of his power, forced to endure 
Emma’s story in silence. “It was taken the 
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Christmas before you got your bicycle. Just before your accident.” On 
the charged word accident, Charles looks down, visibly uncomfort‑
able. Charlie chimes in, “Uncle Charlie, you were beautiful!” “And 
such a quiet boy, always reading. I always said papa never should 
have bought you that bicycle. You didn’t know how to handle it.” It is 
the father who is to blame: Emma no more respects her own father’s 
authority than Charlie’s father’s. She now begins to speak of Charles 
in the third person, as though he were not in the room. Her speech 
rolls back the years: Charles becomes once more the “baby” domi‑
nated by the women in his life. As Emma’s story unfolds, it becomes 
more and more painful for Charles to listen, while the palpable rel‑
ish with which she throws herself into her narrative grows. Charles 
may possess the power to shatter Emma’s composure with fright‑
ening ease, but she has her ways of digging beneath his skin. Her 
pleasure is innocent, yet it is also cruel, as she recollects Charles’s 
bygone suffering and makes him relive it.

Charlie, he took it right out on the icy road and skidded into a streetcar. He 
fractured his skull. And he was laid up so long. And then—when he was 
getting well, there was no holding him. It was just as though all the rest he 
had was, well, too much for him, and he had to get into mischief to blow off 
steam. He didn’t do too much reading after that, let me tell you. It was taken 
the very day he had his accident. And then a few days later, when the pictures 
came home, how mama cried. She wondered if he’d ever look the same. She 
wondered if he’d ever be the same.

Finally, Charles speaks: “What’s the use of looking backward? 
What’s the use of looking ahead? Today’s the thing.” But Emma has 
the last word: “Then you’d better finish your breakfast and get down 
to the bank.” As the two women leave, Hitchcock reframes to a fron‑
tal shot of Charles, who sips his coffee, expressionless, his mystery 
intact. (Does Hitchcock take Emma’s story to be a serious account 
of what causes some people to become murderers? Emma’s under‑
standing of Charles’s case and her way of telling his story are not 
Hitchcock’s; Charles’s condition cannot be reduced to complications 
of a skull fracture. What Hitchcock does take seriously in Emma’s 
narration is the idea of the accident. In the world of Shadow of a 

Doubt, over which he presides, a man’s nature cannot be separated 
from the accidents that befall him.)

Charles, sportily dressed in a smart suit with a flower in his lapel, 
a bold tie, and a Panama hat, walks down the street, arm in arm with 
Charlie. They pass two of her friends, who are obviously bursting 
with curiosity and envy, then enter the bank. In the lobby, Charles 
jokes out loud about embezzlement (“We all know what banks are”). 
People stare, and Joe cautions him not to joke about money in front 
of his boss, Mr. Green. Charles replies, “Forty thousand dollars is 
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no joke, not to him, I bet. It’s a joke to me. The whole world is a 
joke to me.” They follow Joe into Mr. Green’s office, where Charles 
says that he thought he would put some of his “loose cash away for 
safekeeping.” When Mr. Green questions the wisdom of carrying so 
much cash around, Charles replies, “I guess heaven takes care of 
fools and scoundrels.” Mr. Green nods slightly in agreement but he 
is distracted; he cannot take his eyes away from all that money just 
beyond the corner of the frame, and he doesn’t want to disagree 
with Charles. Of course, we take it that part of Charles’s motivation 
in speaking this cynical homily is his assessment that Mr. Green is 
the embodiment of folly and a scoundrel to boot. In the manner of 
his acquiescence, Mr. Green unwittingly confirms that Charles has 
gauged Mr. Green’s hypocrisy perfectly. 
His contempt—it is, surely, also ours—for 
the spectacle of Mr. Green is absolute.

As Mr. Green hands Charles a deposit 
slip, Joe turns his gaze from his boss and 
looks right at the camera.

Charles says, “Ah details—I’m glad to 
see that you’re a man who understands 
details, Mr. Green. They’re most impor‑
tant to me. Most important. All the little 
details.” Hitchcock then cuts to Charles, 
with Charlie looking on in the background.

I take this view to be Joe’s, with the 
implication that when he looked at the 
camera in the preceding shot, he was 
looking at Charles. This in turn suggests 
that Joe has become attuned to Charles’s 
contemptuous view of Mr. Green. Charles 
is, but Mr. Green really is not, a man who 
in his concern for the big picture truly 
understands the importance of attending 
to details. For Hitchcock, too, “all the little 
details” are “most important.” This cut is 
another example of Hitchcock’s inscribing 
self‑reference in a detail, and it signals that a consummate example 
of the author’s mastery over detail is imminent. A woman’s voice 
suddenly sounds offscreen. On the words, “Oh dear,” Charlie turns 
screen‑left. Almost immediately, Charles also turns. Spurred by his 
turning, the camera quickly pans to the left (this is the panning 
movement regularly associated with Charles’s power) to place two 
middle‑aged women with him in the frame. One looks past him, pre‑
sumably to Mr. Green; the other looks right at Charles. The camera 
then pulls back to reincorporate Charlie into the frame.
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Charlie performs the introductions. 
“Missus Green,” Charles repeats, nodding 
to the first woman. Hitchcock then cuts 
to a new angle, which reverses the posi‑
tions of Charles and Charlie, who is now 
framed between her uncle and the second 
woman, Mrs. Potter, and is witness to their 
exchange. Mrs. Potter’s jeweled handbag 
glitters, and she has assumed a theatri‑
cal pose. (In Hitchcock’s films, a woman’s 
purse is an emblem of her sexuality. Con‑
sider, for example, the moment in Suspi-
cion when Joan Fontaine cuts short her 
would‑be lover’s advance by snapping her 
handbag shut, Ray Milland’s theft of the 
contents of his wife’s handbag in Dial “M” 

for Murder, and the opening of Marnie.)
Charles nods. “Miss Potter.” She cor‑

rects him. “Missus Potter.” With charm, he 
replies, “Something about you made me 
think . . .” Eager to hear the flattering end 
of this sentence, she prods him. “Yes?” 
But Mr. Green’s annoyed voice leaves that 
wish dangling. “What do you want, Mar‑
garet?” “We were shopping and I only had 
five dollars so I . . .” Mrs. Potter cuts in 
to remark to Charles that an advantage of 
being a widow is that you don’t have to 
ask your husband for money. (Mrs. Potter 
has no intention of allowing this eligible 
man to believe that she is unavailable or 
could not afford to keep him in style.)

At the door of Mr. Green’s office, 
Charles speaks a mischievous exit line: 
“Oh Joe, keep your eyes open. You may 

have his job in a couple of years.” Mr. Green and Joe stand frozen 
in the frame. But before Joe exits, he raises his eyebrows as though 
reflecting on Charles’s words. For a moment, he even walks with his 
nose in the air. Then he makes up his mind to act as though Charles’s 
words made no impression on him, although at least for this moment 
his eyes have been opened. The image fades out.

The scene fades in on two men in a car parked by the Newton 
house. One of the men says, “Here he is,” and Hitchcock cuts to their 
point of view, as Charles and Charlie approach the house, not seeing 
them. Within the frame of an objective shot, Charlie gives Charles her 
word that he won’t have to see the questionnaire men. The camera 
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follows her as she goes toward the house, 
leaving Charles out of the frame. Hence, 
when there is a cut to Graham and Saun‑
ders at the door and they intro duce them‑
selves to Charlie, this shot, while perhaps 
not literally from Charles’s point of view, 
nonetheless appears inflected by it. When 
Charles enters this frame, the effect is 
startling: he is, as it were, viewer/author 
of, and actor within, our view. (We have 
encountered this device before—for exam‑
ple, at the end of Murder!, when Sir John 
meets Diana by the prison gate.)

Unwitnessed by Charlie, Charles’s and 
Graham’s gazes meet. Without saying a 
word, Charles opens the front door and 
goes inside. Charlie then invites the two 
men to enter. They go through the door 
and turn into the parlor, exiting the frame 
one after another.

By this time, the camera, in a virtuoso 
move, has passed through the doorway, 
crossing the threshold. (The camera’s 
capacity to cross real and symbolic barri‑
ers receives its most systematic treatment 
in Hitchcock’s work in the films of the late 
forties, such as Rope and Under Capricorn, 
and also in The Wrong Man.) Finally, only 
Charles is left in the frame.

There is a cut to Graham in the parlor. As 
he goes through the motions of conduct‑
ing the interview, he tries to pump Emma 
about Charles, while Charlie attempts to 
protect her uncle. On the leading ques‑
tion, “There are six in your family?” Charlie 
breaks in with, “Five. My uncle’s just here 
on a little visit.” Hitchcock cuts on this 
line to a slightly low‑angle shot of Char‑
lie, inflected by Graham’s point of view, 
then reverses field to Graham, as Char‑
lie says, offscreen, “When someone asks 
for privacy, they should have it. Mr. Gra‑
ham, perhaps you’d better choose another 
house.” These cuts suggest that Graham is 
acutely attentive to Charlie’s reference to 
her uncle. But they make another sugges‑
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tion as well, if one that becomes intel‑
ligible to us only retroactively. Provoked 
by her combative intervention, this is the 
moment Graham becomes acutely atten‑
tive to Charlie herself. But Emma’s will 
prevails. “Charlie, why don’t you let the 
young men go ahead, so long as they’re 
here?”

At this point there is a cut to a low‑angle 
shot of Charles looking down from the top 
of the stairs. (Com pare the lodger looking 
down on the struggle between Daisy and 
Joe.) We now realize that during the whole 
scene downstairs, Charles has been at this 
station. He has not literally had access to 
what we have viewed, but, in retrospect, 
we sense his gaze possessing all we have 
seen. It is as if he had magical access 
to Charlie’s defense, Graham’s ominous, 
ambiguous interest, and Charlie’s acqui‑
escence in this violation of his privacy. 
(Closely related is the racetrack sequence 
in Notorious. When we discover that the 

intimate encounter between Devlin and Alicia was viewed by Sebas‑
tian, we are provoked to speculate on the relationship between our 
“privileged” views and those secretly possessed by this menacing fig‑
ure within the world of the film.) At this moment Charles leaves the 
frame, as if voluntarily relinquishing his grip on the scene, and Hitch‑
cock cuts back downstairs, the ceiling lamp—the lodger’s emblem—a 
secret stand‑in for Charles’s haunting presence.

Saunders wants to photograph Emma baking a cake. “If you’ll start 
by breaking an egg, Missus Newton . . .” “But you don’t start a cake 
by breaking an egg. You have to put the butter and sugar in first.” 
Saunders’s tribulations are a joke on the process of filming. One clear 
target is a certain theory and practice of documentary. Saunders pre‑
tends to be engaged in a documentary project of which Emma has 
no comprehension, not understanding the documentarian’s belief in 
the ordinary and the candid, while Charlie touches on the serious 
issue of the responsibility of photographers to respect the privacy 
of their subjects. But the joke is also on the Hollywood method of 
filming, which Shadow of a Doubt itself exemplifies (a joke com‑
pounded by Hitchcock’s well‑known conceit—reference to it was de 
rigueur in Hitchcock interviews—that his films are slices of cake, not 
slices of life). Emma’s maddening insistence on following the real 
order of steps in baking her cake links her with the actor who does 
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not appreciate the need for scenes to be shot out of sequence and 
insists he can only play a scene straight through. (Hitchcock never 
tired of accusing proponents of “the method” of precisely this failing. 
Perhaps I might make the observation, however, that we cannot take 
at face value his celebrated remark that actors are cattle. Certainly 
it must not blind us to the brilliance of his casting and direction of 
performers. The flawless individual and ensemble playing in Shadow 

of a Doubt is characteristic.)
Emma’s “My brother Charles loves maple cake” gives Graham an 

opening to return to the subject Charlie is trying to ward off (charac‑
teristically, Emma serves as the author’s unwitting agent, advancing 
the plot). But realizing that getting infor‑
mation out of Emma is a hopeless task, 
Graham asks Charlie to show them the 
upstairs. Charlie refuses to let Saunders 
photograph her room, explaining that her 
uncle is using it now and doesn’t want to 
be photographed. She won’t let Graham 
knock on the door to see if Charles is in; 
she knocks. Only when she sees that the 
room is empty does she allow Saunders to 
photograph it. Graham suggests that Saun‑
ders work with the door closed (“Might as 
well let him work in peace. Besides, I’d 
like to talk to you”). “It kind of gave me a 
funny feeling.” Hitchcock cuts to Charlie. 
On her “I guess I don’t like to be an aver‑
age girl in an average family,” he cuts to 
Graham, who replies, “Average families are 
the best. Look at me. I’m from an average 
family. Besides, I don’t think you’re aver‑
age.” Then Hitchcock cuts back to Charlie 
and alternates these two framings in shot/
reverse‑shot mode. (The crisscross shad‑
ows in Graham’s but not Charlie’s frames 
recall the differentiation between Sir John’s and Diana’s setups in 
the shot/reverse‑shot sequence at the heart of the prison visit scene 
in Murder!.)

Charlie says, “That’s because you see me now instead of a few days 
ago. I was in the dumps, and then Uncle Charlie came.” There is a cut 
to Graham. The smile leaves his face and he says, “But your mother 
said that he only got here last night. Maybe you just think that.” We 
cut back to Charlie, who replies forcefully, “I don’t think, I know. It’s 
funny, but when I try to think of how I feel, I . . . I always come back 
to . . .” As Charlie hesitates, Hitchcock cuts to Graham, who appears 
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at a loss for words. She finishes her thought, “. . . Uncle Charlie,” and 
we cut back to Charlie, who has picked up on Graham’s silence. “Are 
you trying to tell me that I shouldn’t think he’s so wonderful?”

Suddenly, Charlie looks down. As music starts up, her left hand 
grabs her right wrist, as though responding to a pain or chill. On this 

motion, Hitchcock cuts to a shot of Char‑
lie’s arms, disrupting the shot/reverse‑shot 
alternation. In this shot, viewed from nei‑
ther Graham’s nor Charlie’s vantage point, 
Charlie’s hands are framed as though they 
were alien to her, not subject to her will; 
as though, at this moment, their autonomy 
asserts itself, this assertion linked to this 
framing’s assertion of the camera’s auton‑
omy. This cut forcibly brings us back to the 
ring‑giving and to Charles’s violent seizing 
of Charlie’s wrist. Charlie too, we take it, is 
assaulted by this memory.

Not surprisingly, it is Emma’s offscreen 
voice that breaks the spell, allowing the 
narrative to proceed. “Mister Saunders, I’m 
ready for the eggs!” The camera returns to 
Graham, then cuts to Charlie, who is also 
turned away from the camera in a Hitch‑
cockian profile shot. She gasps audibly but 
then violently wrenches herself back into 
her normal stance. Recovering, she turns 
back to Graham. “I hope Mister Saunders 
doesn’t move anything in there. My uncle’s 

awfully neat and fussy.” Graham looks up, and Hitchcock cuts to a 
highly charged, schematic shot from his point of view.

Charles, barely discernible behind the curtain that frames him, is 
coming up the back stairs. Graham shifts his eyes toward the closed 
door of Charlie’s room. When he shifts his eyes back and speaks—
loudly, so that Saunders will be sure to recognize his cue—we know 
he is acting. “Is this your uncle you were”—there is a cut to the 
closed door—“telling us about?”

The effect of this cut is to identify what we see on the screen 
with the subject of Graham’s inquiry. As so often in Shadow of a 

Doubt—and this becomes a recurring strategy in all of Hitchcock’s 
later films—a line of dialogue and a framing specifically comment 
on each other, combining dramatic irony and self‑reference: Uncle 
Charles, like the author who presents us with this view, is a closed 
door and a blank screen. No one is neater or fussier than Hitchcock.

The door opens and Saunders appears, looking right at the cam‑
era, his camera poised ready to shoot.
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At the exact moment Charles enters the 
door, the whole frame flashes a blinding 
white.

Hitchcock’s white flashes always have 
a “natural” explanation. Here, as in the 
 climactic passage of Rear Window, it is an 
exploding flashbulb that causes the screen 
to flash white. But I have pointed out that 
the white flash is also a sign associated 
with the threat of subjective breakdown, 
and this seems clearly the case at this 
moment. Of course, the moment also plays 
on the related idea, basic to Hitchcock’s 
work, that the camera is a kind of gun. 
That this white flash blinds both the cam‑
era’s subject and the film’s viewer reflects 
the depth and ambiguity of the camera 
as symbol. There is no simple answer to 
the question of who, or what, the cam era/
gun’s real target is.

On the line, “My sister told me to 
remind you something about eggs,” 
Charles looks right into the camera and 
advances menacingly. Hitchcock then cuts 
to a three‑shot of Graham, Saunders, and 
Charlie, which suggests Charles’s point 
of view. As once before, Charles enters a 
frame inflected by his perspective, and he 
and Graham face off at opposite ends of 
the frame, Charlie looking on spellbound. 
Charles holds out his hand and demands 
the roll of film. Saunders bends down, 
presumably to remove the film from the 
camera. But the result is that Graham’s 
body blocks Saunders’s camera from our 
view.

We later learn—or do we?—that Saunders switches films at this 
moment. Saunders’s sleight‑of‑hand, if it really occurs, is matched by 
Hitchcock’s. Charlie looks down, momentarily withdrawn. We cut to 
a closer shot, with Charlie in the background and Charles’s extended 
hand in the foreground.

Charlie finds her gaze compelled by this hand, which is for the 
first time to Charlie, and more clearly than ever to us, the emblem 
of Charles’s mystery. Her gaze runs the length of Charles’s arm as 
Saunders’s hand enters the frame. When the exchange is made in 
the foreground of the frame, we see that Charlie does not witness it: 
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she is looking right at Charles’s face, which 
lies above the frame line, for the first time 
recognizing that she may not really know 
her uncle.

When she looks back down, troubled, 
Charles walks into the frame, completely 
blocking Charlie from our view.

The appropriation of the roll of film 
reverses the bestowal of the ring. Charles’s 
eclipse of Charlie doubles the eclipse that 
immediately preceded the gesture. Expres‑
sively, it obliterates her, as if in revenge for 
her failure to keep her promise, her fail‑
ure to keep Graham from coming between 
them. (Of course, the full implications of 
Charlie’s “failing” are not yet apparent, to 
Charles or Charlie or to us.) Emma’s voice 
(“I’m going to fold in the eggs!”) again 
breaks the tension, and there is a cut to 
downstairs. Graham asks Emma whether 
he can borrow Charlie for the evening to 
show him around Santa Rosa. Smiling, 
Emma suggests that Ann would be a bet‑
ter guide, because she knows everything. 
But it is clear that Emma gives her blessing 
to Graham’s request. Her feelings toward 
him are unmixed: from the first, I think, 
she spotted him as the kind of nice young 
man she would like her daughter to marry. 
Charlie, open‑mouthed, says she doesn’t 
mind. Graham then moves to the fore‑
ground of the frame and opens the door, 
the camera moving out through the door‑
way, reversing the movement that initiated 
this scene. A bracket is closed, and this 

important passage is enclosed between a pair of declarations of the 
camera’s capacity to cross the threshold of this possibly representa‑
tive, possibly not so representative American home.

The next sequence begins with Charlie and Graham, laugh‑
ing, exiting from Gunner’s Grill. We dissolve from their amusing 
encounter with Charlie’s friend Katharine (who has an opportunity 
to envy Charlie another glamorous male companion) to a stunning 
shot of Charlie, never more beautiful, framed against a dark leafy 
background.

The camera pulls out and twists to frame her with Graham. She 
has had a sudden insight. “I know what you are really. You’re a detec‑
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tive. You lied to us. You just wanted to get 
in . . .” At this moment, Hitchcock cuts to 
a shot of Graham viewed over Charlie’s 
shoulder, as she rises and completes her 
line, “. . . our house.” Much later in the 
film, Graham will tell Charlie that it was 
during this encounter that he first knew 
he was in love. This framing, which con‑
spicuously juxtaposes Charlie’s hair and 
Graham’s eye, embeds Hitchcock’s veiled 
declaration of Graham’s desire. (This 
framing resonates with the ending of The 

Lodger. Also compare, in North by Northwest, Cary Grant’s initial 
encounter with Eva Marie Saint.)

Graham pleads with Charlie to listen to him. “Why should I, when 
you lied to me?” He sits her down, takes her hand, and proceeds to 
give her an account meant as an answer to that question.

I had to. When 1 came here to this town to find a man, I hadn’t counted on 
you. I hadn’t counted on your mother or your family. There’s a man loose in 
this country. We’re after him. We don’t know much about him. We don’t even 
know what he looks like. Your uncle may be that man. We followed him. We 
think he is. But in the east there’s another man who’s being hunted too. He 
may be the one.

Graham believes, but does not know, that Charles is guilty of some 
unnamed crime. Graham knows, but Charlie does not, what that 
crime is. On the other hand, neither Charlie nor Graham has had 
access to Hitchcock’s intimations to us that Charles may be a mur‑
derer. But why should we trust these intimations when Hitchcock 
has, if not exactly lied, at least deliberately deceived and misled us?

Graham must now swear Charlie to secrecy. Taking a different 
tack, he represents himself as the exemplar of the ordinary citizen. 
He argues that he has to be more important to her than Charles 
could ever be because ordinary people matter most. Graham argues 
that he does not have to force her hand because it is not within her 
nature not to help him. He claims to know that her nature and his 
own are fundamentally the same. Graham’s opposition to Charles 
corresponds to a clash between two different pictures of Charlie’s 
nature. Is she ordinary like Graham or extraordinary like Charles? 
One irony is that, of the two men, it is Charles who seems to believe 
that she really is ordinary, while Graham has already told her that he 
doesn’t find her “average” at all. Another irony is that Graham’s argu‑
ment coincides exactly with Charlie’s earlier argument that she and 
Charles are like twins and thus have a deep bond. And the scene of 
Charles’s and Charlie’s “betrothal” is also invoked by the suggestion 
that Graham’s presentation is only one step removed from a proposal 
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(indeed, shortly he will declare love and all but propose), turning as 
it does on his testimony as to how much Charlie means to him (“If 
it weren’t for you . . .”).

Graham promises that, in any case, they won’t arrest Charles in 
Santa Rosa. But the effect of this assurance, given the way Charlie’s 
mind works (hesitantly, indirectly, by the articulation of a claim she 
knows on reflection to be false, and then by the grudging acknowl‑
edgment of the truth), is to plant in her imagination the terrifying 
picture of Charles’s arrest in front of Emma, which is also a picture 
of Emma’s breakdown, in effect her death. “Arrest him in town with 
mother?” “I tell you we won’t.” Her response is inarticulate, numbed. 
“Oh.” Then she gives Graham her word that she won’t say anything 
to Charles about their conversation.

Shortly after Graham’s departure, Charlie runs into her father and 
Herb. She says goodnight, setting the stage for the second dialogue 
between the “literary critics.” Herb informs Joe that he put a little 
soda in his coffee, “about the same amount I would have used if I 
wanted to use poison.” When Joe points out that he hadn’t tasted 
anything but might have if it had been poison, Herb reacts with 
characteristic petulance. “Notice the soda more than you would the 
poison. Ha, for all you knew you might just as well be dead now!” 
The cut to the following shot is ironically charged (we can taste the 
poison in it): Charlie, on top of the landing, small and vulnerable in 
a frame with the silhouette of the stair post in the center.

Charlie enters Charles’s room and rum‑
mages in the wastebasket, presumably 
looking for the missing newspaper page. 
She goes into her temporary bedroom 
and spreads out on her bed the papers 
she found, telling Ann that she’s looking 
for a recipe. Ann points out that they have 
newspapers in the “liberry.” A brief sus‑
pense sequence ensues, as Charlie rushes 
through town to try to get to the library 
before it closes at nine o’clock, only to 
make it just in time to see the lights go 

out. She goes to the door and knocks loudly, passersby frowning at 
this disturbance. The librarian lets her in and relishes the opportunity 
for a stern lecture.

Music swells and the camera follows Charlie as she looks for the 
day’s newspaper. In a medium‑close profile shot, she mutters, “It 
can’t be anything really awful. I’ll prove to him it isn’t.” Then her 
attention is riveted, and Hitchcock cuts directly—the cut creating the 
effect of a white flash—to the headline “Where is the Merry Widow 
Murderer?” The camera tilts down as the story slowly passes through 
the frame, the “Merry Widow Waltz” theme sounding.
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Nationwide search underway for strangler of three rich women. The where‑
abouts of so‑called “Merry Widow Murderer,” stronghanded strangler of three 
wealthy women, is a question which baffles detectives today who are con‑
ducting coast to coast search for the killer. . . . His latest victim . . . was Mrs. 
Bruce Matthewson, the former musical comedy star, known to audiences at 
the beginning of the century as “the beautiful Thelma Schenley.”

There is a cut back to Charlie, and then to a closeup of her hands 
from her point of view. She removes the ring. In an extreme  closeup, 
we reread the inscription: “TS FROM BM.” In the most exceptional 
shot in the film, technically and expressively, the camera pulls out 
from Charlie’s hands, passes over her 
shoulder as she rises, and continues ris‑
ing as she crosses the room, until finally 
she is framed, doubled by her shadow, 
from a great height. (This shot elaborates 
on, and deepens, the overhead view of 
the mother on the stairs, burdened with 
her knowledge, in The Lodger. In turn, it 
is transfigured in Notorious’ famous crane 
shot—reprised in Marnie—in which the 
camera descends from a great height to 
frame in extreme closeup the telltale key 
clasped tightly in Ingrid Bergman’s hand.)

We are fully convinced that Charles is 
guilty. His crime is far more horrible than 
we had imagined, despite Hitchcock’s 
warnings. It is repellent enough to shake 
whatever attachment we had formed, even 
the perverse attachment that would have 
thrived on a less loathsome revelation. It is 
a bold break with convention that Hitch‑
cock has ac complished here: his enigmatic 
protago nist disclosed, halfway through the 
film, to be guilty of a crime that effective‑
ly precludes continued identification with 
him.

Our knowledge and Charlie’s for the 
first time coincide. This framing that iso‑
lates her human figure, looking down on 
it (but not condemning her, not scorning 
her), is expressive of her situation. She feels 
small because she knows she is trapped in 
a struggle against a monstrous adversary. 
But she also feels small because she knows 
she has a large responsibility. The knowl‑
edge she possesses gives her a terrifying 
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power over Charles. The framing expresses both her real vulnerability 
and her recognition of her stature as a moral agent, an adult. It is 
as if she is reflected both in that small, trapped human figure and 
in the camera’s powerful gesture of encompassing that figure in its 
frame. The great crane shot that culminates in this framing reminds 
us of Charles, even as it marks Charlie’s frightening yet exhilarat‑
ing acquisition of self‑consciousness. But it also represents the film’s 
most perfect manifestation of its author’s power over Charles and 
Charlie, and over us. Hitchcock’s formulation of Charlie’s coming to 
self‑consciousness declares the camera’s autonomy as well. With this 
gesture, Hitchcock definitively shows his hand. Yet with this gesture, 
the author forswears his acts of withholding information from Charlie 
and from us. We do not have answers to all of our questions about 
Charles: we do not know what motivates his murderous acts, nor 
even their real nature; and we do not know the nature of Charles’s 
and Charlie’s bond. But these are not questions that Hitchcock can 
answer by revealing any further secrets. With this camera movement 
and framing, Hitchcock renounces, for the remainder of the film, the 
practice of cloaking his narration in mystery. From this point on, 
the status of the narrative and our relationship to it are transformed.

This transformation is completed by the superimposition of 
the dancing couples image: its meaning 
has been told. Over these two images is 
superimposed yet another: Charles, read‑
ing a newspaper, his back to the camera, 
walking into the depths of the frame. It is 
this view that opens out onto a brief inter‑
lude in which Emma informs Charles that 
Charlie has been asleep all day and is still 
asleep.

There follows a dissolve to the exteri‑
or of the house as evening falls, then to 
Charles with a glass of milk—an echo of 
Suspicion—the bars of the banister casting 
tall shadows in the background (another 
occurrence of the sign). Charles looks 
up as Emma, preceded by her shadow, 
descends the stairs. She explains that 
Charlie just now awakened (“Perhaps I 
shouldn’t have let her sleep so long, but I 
think she needed it. She doesn’t look quite 
herself”). When Emma leaves the frame. 
Charles continues staring. The effect of the 
ensuing quick cut to Charlie on the upstairs 
landing is to make Emma turn into Char‑4.66
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lie in the frame, as though Charles looks 
right through Emma to Charlie. Faced with 
the prospect of making what amounts to a 
stage entrance, Charlie demurs and goes 
down the backstairs. She joins her mother 
in the kitchen and takes over the mashing 
of the potatoes.

We do not in fact know whether Char‑
lie slept. Her nightmares, sleeping or 
waking, are closed to us, but not because 
Hitchcock wraps her in an enigma as he 
had cloaked Charles. If Charlie’s newly 
acquired knowledge has indeed changed her, we will be witness to 
that change. Her first test is to face her mother’s maddening banter. 
When Emma begins humming the “Merry Widow Waltz,” Charlie now 
attaches the same specific meaning to it that we do. Her mashing 
becomes an expression of the vio lent, conflicting emotions that pass 
through her, like Daisy’s mother’s obsessive scrubbing in The Lodger. 
Charlie’s hands, like Charles’s, have become signals and conduits of 
her feelings.

Driven to fury by the nerve‑wracking humming, Charlie says, with 
startling force, “Whatever you do, please don’t hum that tune any‑
more!” Then her tone abruptly changes, as if to deny that anything 
unusual has taken place (we have seen Charles’s manner shift like 
this): “You just sit there and be a real lady.” Charlie will serve the 
dinner tonight.

Emma calls the family in. As Charlie watches, Ann asks her mother 
whether she can sit next to her, not next to Charles. Charlie sup‑
ports this request, but Emma says, “Certainly not. Uncle Charlie 
might think . . .” Emma needs no external interruption to keep from 
finishing her sentences: “Certainly not.” But of course she lets Ann 
have her way. The camera cuts to the dining room. Seeing the new 
seating arrangement, Charles asks, “Have I lost my little girl?” (In 
this line, Charles casts himself as Ann’s father.) As Emma is on her 
way to the kitchen, she sees Joe with the newspaper. Charles has so 
much appropriated the place of head of the family that the news‑
paper that was once Joe’s has now become his. Emma just has to 
say “Joe!” and her husband recognizes that he has stepped out of 
line and apologizes. “Had it in my hand, I guess. Nothing special in 
it.” He passes the paper screen‑right, the camera panning to follow 
this motion. The exchange occurs precisely as the camera centers on 
Charlie’s empty chair.

Over Emma’s offscreen words, “Roger, don’t make so much noise 
with the soup!” we cut to Charlie in the kitchen, readying her entrance. 
The nausea of stage fright, and Charlie’s nausea at the thought of 
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Charles, are expressed by charged snatches of dialogue we hear off‑
screen: in this passage, the objective presentation and the presenta‑
tion of Charlie’s subjectivity are intertwined. As Charlie starts to move 
toward the door to the dining room, we hear: “If he keeps his lips 
close together, he can draw carefully, same as a horse”; “Ann, don’t 
be disgusting”; “Mom, may I dip my bread in it?” Thankfully, this 
soup is not at this moment shown (not until Frenzy will Hitchcock 
perpetrate such an offense to our sensibilities). Finally, Charlie leaves 
the frame, walking screen‑right. The camera pans with her until the 
door frame blocks her from our view. For a moment, the screen is a 
blur. Finally, the camera holds on the frame of the door seen from the 
dining room side. Charles says, offscreen, “You’re right, Joe.” Charlie 
opens the door, making her entrance into Charles’s view and ours.

“Nothing special,” Charles says at this moment, as if intimating 
not just that there is nothing special in 
the newspaper, but that Charlie is nothing 
special. He does not even suspect that she 
has made good on her promise or threat 
to find out his secret. The next shot retro‑
actively places the last as from Charles’s 
point of view (he is looking right at the 
camera), and is itself read as from Char‑
lie’s point of view. If he takes his view sim‑
ply to expose her (because she is not, he 
believes, special enough to acknowledge 
his view or to deceive him), that view has 

been, unknown to him, authored by Charlie. By contrast, what Char‑
lie views is an act she can now see through. When on this cut Charles 
completes his sentence (“Nothing special tonight”), his words take on 
an unintended significance that reflects Charlie’s perception and not 
his own. To Charlie, Charles’s act is nothing special tonight.

This passage is modeled, I think, on the moment of Saunders’s 
taking of Charles’s photograph. But now Charlie has appropriated 
the place of Saunders’s camera. Her view possesses Charles as if 

in a photograph. Registering what has 
occurred, the camera pulls out until the 
whole dinner table is encompassed. But 
then the mad mindlessness of the fam‑
ily’s dinner chatter resurfaces, until Char‑
lie rises, ready to perform a daring act. 
“Nightmares. About you, Uncle Charlie. 
You were on a train, and I had a feeling 
you were running away from something. 
And I saw you on the train and I felt ter‑
ribly happy.”
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In retrospect, we may recognize in these nightmares (they may 
be made up) a prophecy of the film’s climax. The ironic congruence 
between Charlie’s dream and the film’s resolution is integral to Hitch‑
cock’s design. What Charlie does not and cannot know, of course, 
is what it will be like—how it will feel, what it will cost—for her to 
assume her place in her own vision. When Emma asks how Charlie 
could feel happy at the prospect of Charles’s departure, she replies, 
“Well, he has to leave sometime. We have to face the facts.” Hitchcock 
cuts to Charles, who eyes Charlie very closely. He says (and here we 
assume he really means it), “I like people who face facts.”

Charles sends Roger into the kitchen to 
get “the big red bottle,” making what looks 
like a strangling gesture as he describes the 
bottle. Charlie turns at the door on her way 
to the kitchen and says sarcastically, “You 
can throw the paper away. We don’t need 
to play any games with it tonight.” When 
she goes out the door, not waiting for a 
response, Charles looks downcast. Not only 
her words but her manner and above all 
her timing (with his hands in a strangling 
pose, he is caught as if in the act) are delib‑
erately provocative. Her devastating exit line suggests that she has seen 
through him so totally that she disdains him even as an audience.

While we view Charles reflecting on Charlie’s provocative line, 
Emma’s voice sounds offscreen: “Ann, you can help Charlie carry in 
the vegetables.” But we must not underestimate Charles’s resources. 
He is not so easily to be outdone, to be reduced to a vegetable by 
these women. The bottle of wine will play a role in an improvised 
charade, performed for Charlie as audience, by which he will top 
Charlie’s theatrical coup and regain the upper hand, reasserting his 
new place as head of this household.

Roger emerges from the kitchen, holding the wine bottle—it looks 
comically large in his small hands—and scrutinizing it as if not quite 
sure what it is. The camera reframes in 
such a way that at a certain point Charles 
must pass through the center of the frame. 
As Roger is about to sit, the camera hur‑
ries its movement, as if to get Charles past 
the center as quickly as possible. In this 
sequence, Charles has not yet been placed 
in the center. The moment in this shot at 
which Charles passes through the center 
of the frame is the moment of his refer‑
ence to Saint Paul: “You know what Saint 
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Paul said, ‘Take a little wine for thy stomach’s sake.’ ” (This isn’t all 
that Saint Paul said; he also spoke of marriage as being marginally 
preferable to burning in hell. Saint Paul enters the script by this refer‑
ence, and also by virtue of the fact that Charles and Emma grew up 
together in the city of Saint Paul. The synchronization of the reference 
to Saint Paul with Charles’s momentary occupation of the exact cen‑
ter of the frame underscores the allusion, I take it. It also exemplifies 
Hitchcock’s practice of paying strict attention to whom or what the 
camera places center‑frame.)

Emma now speaks up: “Wine for dinner. It sounds so gay. Charles, 
remember the time they had the champagne, when the oldest Jones 
girl got married?” Emma’s remark is cued by Charles’s reference to 
Paul and can only be viewed as secretly provoked by Charles: he 
is once again “pushing a button.” In turn, Emma’s remark cues the 
camera to reassume her point of view.

In this frame, Charles’s centrality is deci‑
sively reclaimed, just as Emma raised the 
subject of marriage in order to reassert her 
special intimacy with him. In this scene 
Charles has arranged, and arranged to be 
enacted while Charlie is out of the room, 
Emma’s desire, and hence Charles’s power 
over her, is unambiguously revealed. This 
is how I understand Hitchcock’s motiva‑
tion in making this one of those frames in 
which he inscribes a sexual signifier. He 
accords the bottle—Charles holds it in his 

hands, which obsessively play with its cork—a prominent place in the 
frame, one that underscores the obvious phallic symbolism.

Charles’s initial response denies Emma’s intimacy and puts her 
down a bit: “This is sparkling burgundy.” But Emma is not squelched: 
“Well, one sip and I’ll be calling it ‘sparkling burgledy.’ ” The camera 
cuts now from Emma to Joe, who is excluded from the memory his 
wife shares with her brother. “Oh, imported,” Joe says of the wine, 
as Emma giggles disconcertingly offscreen at the thought of that 
bygone wedding. Emma continues, “Charles, ‘Imported Frankie’ and 
his tweeds. . . . And his loaded cane?” Over a shot of Joe’s embar‑
rassed face, Charles adds, shockingly, “His loaded everything!” When 
Hitchcock cuts again to the closed kitchen door, it is clear that, this 
charade under his belt, Charles is ready for Charlie’s entrance. Ann 
comes through the door and then Charlie. Emma says, “Charles, I 
promised Missus Green, the president of our club, that you’d talk 
to the ladies.” On Charlie’s glance, there is a cut to Charles, who is 
almost finished peeling the foil from the bottle. “What sort of audi‑
ence will it be?” Precisely on the sound of the popping cork, Hitch‑
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cock cuts to Emma, chewing. “Oh, women 
like myself.” As Charles begins his great, 
spellbinding speech, Hitchcock returns to 
the framing to which the camera pulled 
out immediately after Charlie’s coup.

Women keep busy in towns like this. In the 

cities it’s different. Cities are full of women, 

middle‑aged widows, husbands dead, husbands 

who’ve spent their lives making fortunes, work‑

ing and working. Then they die and leave their 

money to their wives.

At this point Hitchcock cuts to Charlie’s 
view of Charles. He is looking screen right, 
presumably at Emma. As he speaks, the 
camera relentlessly moves in on his face.

Their silly wives. And what do the wives do, these 

useless women? You see them in the hotels, the 

best hotels, every day by the thousands. Drink‑

ing the money, eating the money, losing the 

money at bridge, playing all day and all night. 

Smelling of money. Proud of their jewelry but 

of nothing else.

The poetry in his voice vanishes as his 
speech turns to an indrawn, private vision. 
“Horrible, faded, fat, greedy women . . .” 
Then Charlie’s voice sounds offscreen, 
undertaking to speak for the form of 
life that is “ordinary.” “But they’re alive, 
they’re human beings!” At this moment, 
Charles turns his gaze directly to Charlie, 
that is, directly to the camera. “Are they?” 
he asks coldly and dispassionately, not 
allowing her to appeal to outside authority 
in formulating her answer, forcing Charlie 
and us back on ourselves. In the following 
shot, Charlie, his interlocutor, momentarily 
becomes, visually, like a small figure with-

in Charles. She does not meet his gaze.
Charles continues, now explicitly direct‑

ing his remarks to Charlie, and the camera 
pulls out until finally the two are facing off 
at opposite ends of the frame: “Are they. 
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Charlie? Or are they fat, wheezing animals? And what happens to 
animals when they get too fat and too old? But I seem to be making 
my speech right here.” Charles pours the wine, and Hitchcock cuts 
to Emma. “Well! For heaven’s sake, don’t talk about women like that 
for my club. The idea! And that nice Missus Potter’s going to be there 
too. The Greens are bringing her here to a little party I’m having 
after the lecture.”

At this propitious moment, Herb arrives. In a deep‑focus shot, he 
waddles in and waits to be invited to join them. In the scene with 
Joe that follows—framed as usual in a static two‑shot—Charles is a 
spectator, even as he is also the dialogue’s real if of course unintend‑
ed subject. Herb suggests poison mushrooms as a murder weapon. 
Joe proposes a countersuggestion. “A bathtub. Pull the legs out from 
under you. Hold you down. Been done, but . . .” Suddenly, Hitchcock 
cuts to a high‑angle long shot of the room.

Charlie has jumped to her feet. It is as 
though by her decisive gesture she com‑
mands this shot’s break with the framing 
of the theatrical routine that registered the 
point of view of Charles as spectator. No 
longer willing or able to bear her father’s 
obtuseness, his lack of self‑knowledge, 
and his failure to acknowledge the full 
dimension of murder, she protests angrily, 
“What’s the matter with you two? Do you 
always have to talk about killing people?” 
At the same moment that she exercises 

her real, hitherto dormant power, she loses her self‑control and 
thereby relinquishes the upper hand to Charles. “We’re not talking 
about killing people,” Joe responds, maddeningly if comically. “Herb’s 
talking about killing me and I’m talking about killing him.” Emma 
seconds Joe’s claim that this dialogue is innocent: “It’s your father’s 
way of relaxing.” Exasperated, Charlie rushes out, with Charles offer‑
ing to go after her.

There is a cut to the front of the Til 
Two Lounge, the frame line bisecting the 
neon sign, so that only the “COC” from 
the word “COCKTAIL” is visible. (This is 
a trick Hitchcock borrows from Blackmail, 
with the imaginary knife pointing to the 
first half of the word “COCKTAIL” and 
“ ‘NIPPY COCK’ ” on the scrap of paper 
torn from a magazine with “ ‘Nippy’ Cock” 
written on it.)

Charlie enters the frame, followed by 
Charles, who has caught up with her. 
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He tells her to go into the bar with him. 
She says she has never been in such a 
place, but acquiesces. Hitchcock cuts 
to the smoky, dark, noisy interior of the 
bar. Charles and Charlie sit across from 
each other. Their conversation must be 
delayed, however, as a waitress sidles up 
to their table to take the order. She is Lou‑
ise Finch. She explains who she is with a 
deadpan explicitness that is comical, vul‑
gar, touching.

I was in Charlie’s class in school. I sure was surprised to see you come in. I 

never thought I’d see you in here. I’ve been here two weeks. Lost my job over 

at Kern’s. I’ve been in half the restaurants in town. What’ll you have, Charlie?

Charlie whispers, “Nothing, thank you,” but Charles orders for both 
of them, deliberately treating Louise Finch as just a waitress. “Bring 
her some ginger ale. I’ll have a double brandy.” Taken aback, Louise 
says, “Uh huh,” and looks twice at Charles before leaving. Music starts 
up, suggesting that the scene is about to start in earnest.

Charles asks, “Well, Charlie?” as if she had sought this encounter. 
But then he begins, Hitchcock filming their exchange in a simple 
shot/reverse‑shot alternation. “Now look . . .” He folds his hands on 
the table in plain view. “Something’s come between us.” Knowing 
what he does not know she knows, Charlie can see through Charles’s 
act. The more he speaks, the more he exposes himself. “We’re like 
twins. You said so yourself.” His hand enters her frame and takes 
Charlie’s. Charles invokes the scene of the giving of the ring, recalling 
and now endorsing her argument that they are twins. She flinch‑
es from his touch and looks only at his hands, not his face. Under 
her gaze, his hands start folding a paper napkin. “I’m not so old. 
I’ve been chasing around the globe since I was sixteen. Guess I’ve 
done some pretty foolish things.” A cut to Charles’s hands twisting 
the napkin, from Charlie’s point of view. 
“Nothing serious. Foolish.” Hitchcock then 
cuts to Charles, looking down, a little boy’s 
sheepish grin on his face.

Charles is shyly talking around some 
subject. In part, he is still fishing to find 
out what Graham told Charlie. But I take 
it that Charles’s circumlocution invokes 
a specific conventional context. Charles 
is speaking precisely as if he were about 
to make a proposal. Invoking the ear‑
lier scene of betrothal, he is repeating it, 

4.79

4.80



228 Shadow of a Doubt

maybe hoping that what has come between them will go away. Sud‑
denly, the grin leaves his face. Looking down, he has become aware 
of something and realizes that she is aware of it too. On a sickening 
sliding sound, we cut to Charles’s hands. Very slowly, they withdraw 
from the table, until they are completely blocked from view. This 
is one of Hitchcock’s most devastating images of impotence. When 
Charles next says, “Aw, Charlie, now don’t start imagining things,” he 
means, among other things, “Don’t start imagining that I really did 
what Graham told you I did,” and also, “Don’t start imagining that 
I desire you.”

For the first time now, Charlie speaks directly to Charles, although 
she refuses to look at him. “How could you do such things?” He 
answers, “Charlie, what do you know?” (not “What do you think you 
know?”). The gesture Charlie is about to perform calls for a framing 
that registers its formality. Hitchcock cuts to a longer shot as Charlie 
takes off her ring and places it on the table. This gesture constitutes a 
direct answer to Charles’s question: she knows what this ring means. 
At this dramatic moment, Louise Finch returns. There could not be 
a more frustrating interruption, rendered comic by the perfect irony 
of its details (when she sees the ring, she says, “I’d just die for a ring 
like that”). Again, Charles cuts her off: “Bring me another brandy.” 
Charlie rises to leave, but he demands that she sit down. “You think 
you know something, don’t you? There’s so much you don’t know. 
So much.”

Charles is no longer denying the truth of what he thinks Graham 
has told her, but arguing that she does not really know him or the 
world. As if to demonstrate that Charlie knows nothing (the demon‑
stration is over her head, but that is again part of its point), at this 
moment, with the swiftest gesture, Charles palms the ring (the ring 
has been lying in plain view on the table, but so spellbound are we 
by the force of Charles’s speech that we are little more likely than 
Charlie to notice it). Charles no longer denies his guilt but declares 
it, and exhibits his inhumanity theatrically, in the most shocking of 
his great speeches.

What do you know really? You’re just an ordinary little girl living in an ordinary 
little town. You wake up every morning of your life and you know perfectly well 
that there’s nothing in the world to trouble you. You go through your ordinary 
little day and at night you sleep your untroubled, ordinary little sleep filled with 
peaceful, stupid dreams. And I brought you nightmares. You live in a dream. 
You’re a sleepwalker, blind. How do you know what the world is like? Do you 
know the world is a foul sty? Do you know that if you rip the fronts off houses 
you’d find swine? The world’s a hell. What does it matter what happens in it? 
Wake up Charlie. Use your wits. Learn something.

Charles has answered Charlie’s question. His actions are grounded 
in his vision of the world as a hell (whether Charles really believes 
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that people are beasts and their fate is of no importance is another 
question). Charlie heads for the exit, and Charles downs his drink 
and follows her. The level of the ambient noise suddenly rises, the 
sounds of the bar coalescing in laughter that takes on a cruel, hard 
edge. The laughter is mocking, and its mockery is cued by Charles 
and, as it were, in his voice. The Til Two Lounge—a conventional 
“fallen” setting, although Hitchcock, unlike Capra in It’s a Wonderful 

Life, insists on its underlying tameness and innocence—has become 
a nightmare extension of Charles’s performance. Hitchcock has dou‑
bled the cliché back on itself. (The sailors in the lounge, it might be 
added, represent the film’s only direct acknowledgment that this is 
1943 and the United States is at war.)

Charlie exits, with Charles close behind, the clock face painted 
on the swinging door perhaps taking on the aspect of an eye, like 
the clock face in Murder! and Big Ben in 
The Lodger.) He catches up with her on the 
street in front of the house. Holding her 
arm, he appeals to her.

The same blood flows through our veins, Charlie. 
A week ago, I was at the end of my rope. There’s 
an end to the running a man can do. You’ll never 
know what it’s like to be so tired. I was going 
to. . . . Well, then I got the idea of coming out 
here. Charlie, give me this last chance.

His implication is clear: at the end of his rope, he was going to 
kill himself. Part of the power of this moment comes from the fact 
that we have seen Charles’s weariness in the dreary rooming house. 
His suggestion that his homecoming was a last refuge from the vision 
of his death has the ring of truth about it, although we recognize 
that he is also being theatrical. But what is he asking of Charlie? He 
asks her not to tell Graham what she knows. But he is also asking 
her to let him stay. When Charlie replies, “Take your chance. Go,” 
Charles answers, “I’ll go, Charlie. I’ll go. Just give me a few days.” We 
sense, I take it, that he does not really intend to abide by Charlie’s 
condition but is playing for time. He touches a vulnerable point: “It 
would kill your mother.” She looks at him, accepting this. He presses. 
“You realize what it will mean if they get me? The electric chair.” He 
has gauged the line’s effect correctly: Charlie almost breaks down. 
“Charlie. I count on you. You said yourself we’re no ordinary uncle 
and niece.”

Charles’s plea has become a demand. She agrees to its terms. With 
Charlie in the foreground looking into the depth of the frame, he goes 
into the house. (This composition echoes Hitchcock’s framing of the 
lodger the moment he first hears Daisy’s laugh.)
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We hear the voices filtering from inside 
(“East west, home’s best”; “Where’s Char‑
lie?”; “Oh, she said she was a little edgy; I 
persuaded her to go for a little walk”). The 
camera reframes as Charlie turns, causing 
her to exit the shot, which takes on the 
aspect of her point of‑view. Offscreen, 
cheerful goodnights are spoken. Happiness 
reigns within this home. Within this frame, 
we see Joe carry Ann upstairs in a manner 
that uncannily anticipates the way in Psy-

cho Norman carries “mother” down to the 
fruit cellar. (I used to think it’s Charles, not 
Joe, in this shot, but the dark suit proves 
otherwise.) Then Charlie turns until she 
faces the camera. We hear Charles and 
Emma laughing. Charlie’s beautiful dream 
of Charles in her father’s place has come 
true and turned into a nightmare. Weep‑
ing, she gazes heavenward, as if beseech‑
ing God’s help.

As if in answer to Charlie’s prayer, the 
scene fades in on the exterior of a church. 
Services are ending and people pour out. 

Graham tells Charlie that Saunders wants to speak with her, while 
Graham, Katharine, and Ann walk ahead (Ann is telling Katharine 
the story of Dracula). Saunders says to Charlie,

I want to tell you about the photograph we took. 
I gave him the wrong film. Yes, we got the picture 
all right. We’ve got witnesses in the east who can 
identify the man we want from that picture. The 
moment the witnesses see that picture we know 
whether or not Oakley is the man. It’s ready for 
the wire now.

Why doesn’t Graham speak for himself? 
Saunders can explain that he is doing the 
talking because of Graham’s consideration 
for Charlie and her family; Graham could 

say these words himself only by declaring his feelings to Charlie, 
deepening the impression of impropriety in conjoining professional 
obligation and courtship. (Graham is, after all, a clear descendant 
of The Lodger’s Joe, although the film does not seriously press the 
issue of the possible impurity of his motives and impropriety of his 
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methods.) Saunders can in character, as Graham cannot, back his 
request with a threat. And he also serves as go‑between in Graham’s 
courtship. (Saunders’s role as go‑between links Shadow of a Doubt 
and the silent The Manxman.)

Saunders gives Charlie two hours to get Charles to leave town. 
She reluctantly agrees to tell them when he goes. When Graham 
joins them, Charlie tells him that they’ve made a bargain. They say 
goodbye, and Charlie walks back toward the house with Ann and 
Katharine. Charlie suggests that Ann pick some flowers for the din‑
ner table. Ann replies, “Simple flowers are the best,” and Charlie, 
amused, says, “I didn’t ask for orchids.” On Charlie’s line, Hitchcock 
cuts to a long shot of Charles on the porch, reading the newspaper 
and smoking a cigar. Charles is an “orchid” that Charlie did ask for. 
(This makes Graham—whose courtship of Charlie is encouraged by 
Ann—the “simple flower.”)

When Katharine says goodbye, we get a medium frontal shot of 
Charlie walking forward, smiling. But then her face drains of expres‑
sion as she is brought back to reality. Hitchcock cuts back and forth 
between Charlie, walking forward toward the house, and Charles, 
from her point of view, beginning to descend the stairs, the shots 
getting progressively closer. (Alternating shots of a walker and the 
walker’s point of view, with the camera moving to keep up with the 
walker and also moving in the point‑of‑view shots to suggest the 
walker’s movement, is a signature Hitchcock technique.)

When Charles asks, “How was church, 
Charlie? Count the house? Turn anybody 
away?” she reels with the punch and 
rejoins, “There’s room for everyone.” We 
view Charles at this point from fairly close 
up and from a low angle. Puffing his cigar, 
he directs a knowing look right at the 
camera as he says, “Show’s been running 
such a long time I thought the attendance 
might be falling off.”

Charles’s look at Charlie, his blasphe‑
my, his play with the cigar, and his sly 
smile all challenge her to look at him and acknowledge that he is 
back to his old tricks. And he has reclaimed his special relationship 
with the film’s author, who once again uses dialogue as a medium of 
self‑reference. At one level, Hitchcock speaks through Charles, refer‑
ring to his own “show.” Shadow of a Doubt has been running so long 
that it may appear in danger of losing its audience, and perhaps it 
has become too much like a church service. But Hitchcock is about 
to perform a theatrical turn whereby he reasserts his presence and 
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manifests his undiminished power, and 
brings his film fully back to life. Indeed, 
the twist Hitchcock here anticipates sur‑
prises even Charles with its perfect address 
of his desires.

As Charles is about to lower the cigar 
from his mouth, Joe’s voice—conjured 
by Hitchcock as effortlessly as Charles 
conjures smoke rings—sounds offscreen: 
“Anything special on the news broadcast?” 
The tag phrase “anything special” links this 
moment to Charles’s theatrical entrance 
into the dining room, and Charles’s trump‑
ing of Charlie. Something special is about 
to be unveiled: the shot in the film that 
is Hitchcock’s second most extraordinary 
display of virtuosity. First, he cuts to a shot 
dominated by hedges, from behind which 
Joe and Herb appear.

“The fella said they caught that other 
fella, the one they call the Merry Widow 
Murderer.” At this moment, Hitchcock 
cuts to a beautifully composed image of 
rich texture, with Charles and Charlie fac‑
ing each other, gazes locked in intense 
confrontation.

Hearing the voices, they both look in the 
direction of the camera, suspending their 
own intimate encounter. “State of Maine. 
Portland.” (Is this an allusion to The 39 

Steps and its “Portland Place Murderer”? 
They could have caught up with him in 
Bangor.) Herb and Joe now walk into this 
frame, as Charles and Charlie follow them 
with their eyes. The camera begins a spi‑
raling movement clockwise, first effecting 
an elegant transition from a long shot of 
Charles and Charlie to a medium shot of 
Herb and Joe. “They were just about to nab 
him at the airport, and he ran right into 
the propeller of an airplane. Cut him all 
to pieces.” Just about now, Charlie reenters 
the frame, her back to the circling cam‑
era. “Had to identify him by his”—at this 
point Charlie is eclipsed by Joe—“clothes. 
His shirts were all initialed.” Now Charles 
enters the frame, as Charlie, her eye per‑
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fectly framed between Herb and Joe, turns 
toward the camera. “Well, it makes a good 
ending.” Charles, who had been eclipsed 
by Joe, passes into full view. “I guess 
that closes that case pretty final.” “It sure 
does.” Now Herb obliterates both Charles 
and Charlie from our view (Charles disap‑
pears completely just as Charlie is about 
to be uncovered). Hitchcock has planned 
a “good ending” for this incredibly cho‑
reographed shot, which anticipates the 
imminent announcement that the film 
itself is approaching its ending. On Joe’s 
words, “Never cared much for that case,” 
Herb finally leaves the frame, uncovering 
Charlie and then Charles.

The effect is precisely that of the lifting 
of a veil or the raising of a curtain, as at 
the beginning of Handel Fane’s climactic 
performance in Murder! What is disclosed 
when the curtain is raised is that, in the 
course of this tour de force of a shot, 
Charles’s and Charlie’s positions have 
become reversed. Charles is now at the 
left and Charlie at the right of the frame.

Charles smiles and says, “I think I’m 
going to get ready for dinner. I’m hungry. I 
can eat a good dinner today.” The camera 
moves with him to the door, then through 
the door frame, crossing the threshold 
of the Newton home once more, as the 
music nears a climax. Charles climbs 
the stairs so that our view of him comes 
from an increasingly low angle. As the 
camera holds and the music pauses with‑
out resolving, he abruptly stops and very 
slowly turns to face the camera.

Hitchcock cuts to Charles’s point of 
view: Charlie, doubled by her shadow, 
centered in a highly charged, symmetrical 
frame. Charles turns around again agoniz‑
ingly slowly, as though all the weight of 
the world is now on his shoulders, and the 
screen fades to black.

When Charles hears the news, he 
momentarily feels free. But as he runs up 
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the stairs, he suddenly senses Charlie’s presence. His anticipation 

and dread coalesce in his view of Charlie in the doorway, doubled by 

her shadow, the climax of this sequence. This view is objectively real, 

yet its composition marks it also as a projection of Charles’s inferi‑

ority, a vision. This vision crystallizes and reveals to Charles himself 

his ambiguous desire for Charlie—his desire to be joined with her in 

an authentic marriage grounded in mutual acknowledgment and his 

desire to possess her completely, like a thing. The vision also reveals 

that Charlie herself stands in his way. If Charles is to fulfill his desire 

or else free himself from the curse of unfulfilled desire, Charlie must 

be confronted, the source of her power acknowledged. If this vision 

is Charles’s projection, the mark of Charlie’s authorship is on it as 

well. Stepping into Charles’s view, holding her ground and meeting 

his gaze, Charlie presents herself to him, confronts him with what 

is most disturbing: her reality and autonomy. Of course, it is only 

the unfolding of the remainder of the film that discloses in full, to 

Charlie and to us, the nature of the life‑and‑death struggle to which 

her gesture at this moment commits her.

Charlie’s knowledge gives her gaze its power over Charles. What 

she knows is that he has killed. But she also knows the secret desire 

that animates his gaze at this moment. Her gaze, so to speak, beats 

his to the punch. Anticipating and meeting his look, she declares her 

knowledge that his murderousness and also his impotence are now 

exposed to her. As long as he remains in this home, her gaze must 

possess him, fixing him in an anguished impotence. As with Diana 

Baring’s nightmare vision of her guards in Murder!, Charles’s vision of 

Charlie, the conjunction of inside and outside, is a vision of madness. 

How can Charles free himself from possession by Charlie’s gaze? His 

desire is too consuming for him to consent to banishment from her 

world. Part of the meaning of his vision, of course, is that it marks 

the onset of his obsession with killing Charlie. He realizes simulta‑

neously that he desires her, that her gaze has the power to possess 

him, and that he must view her with a murderer’s eyes. Charles’s 

vision of Charlie is also his nightmare vision of himself as a Wrong 

One condemned to kill the thing he loves most in the world. Killing 

Charlie means not release from his curse but the sealing of his fate, 

the fulfillment of that curse. The blackness that engulfs the frame as 

the image fades out expresses his despair.

In this image, which bears the marks of Charles’s projection and 

Charlie’s act, Hitchcock shows his hand as well. This moment’s per‑

fect coincidence of frame and subject, nightmare and reality, act and 

vision displays the order of the world of Hitchcock’s creation. The 

conjunction marks a fundamental turning in the film. We might say 

that this is the moment the film’s ending comes into view.

To the accompaniment of agitated music, the scene fades in on 

Charles pacing in his room, cigar in hand. He goes to the window 
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and looks out; Charlie is in front of the 
house. The camera tilts down as his hands 
rise into the frame. As though involuntari‑
ly, they make a strangling gesture, and the 
cigar drops from their grasp.

Charles is apprehensive and jealous. 
His hands reveal his anguish: the drop‑
ping of the cigar reflects his frustrated 
sense of impotence and also registers his 
fear of the murderous power his hands 
possess. From Charles’s point of view, we 
see through the window—this is the last 
of the film’s series of such shots—Graham 
drive up and begin to speak with Charlie. 
As they are about to pass out of Charles’s 
sight, we cut to Charles at the window, 
straining to keep them in view. This image 
suggests that the scene that follows, while 
out of his literal view, will be imagined, 
magically possessed, even conjured by 
Charles, like the scene of the first encoun‑
ter between Graham and Charlie.

Graham wants to tell Charlie the good 
news and has something else on his mind 
as well. They go into the garage to talk, 
framed in a very long two‑shot, with 
Graham at one end of the frame, Char‑
lie at the other, and a dark, impenetrable 
shadow between them in the center of the 
frame (Charles’s stand‑in?).

The sequence continues with a shot/
reverse‑shot alternation (they stand far 
apart so that there is, in each frame, a 
striking disparity of scale between the two 
figures).

Having told Charlie the news, Graham 
announces his aspirations as a suitor. “I 
wanted to wait and come back and then 
tell you. But I can’t help it. I want to tell 
you now. I love you, Charlie. I love you 
terribly. I know it’s no time to tell you 
now and I’m sorry.” She would like them 
to be friends and promises to think about 
his words. When she invites him to come 
back, he steps forward, swelling with 
happiness and pride. At this moment, we 
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might expect him to take her in his arms 
to kiss her, but he does not. He points 
to the wall, saying, “You know, this is a 
swell place. I’ll put a bronze plaque right 
up there.” Charlie laughs, and a shadow 
advances on the frame as the garage door 
slams shut with a frightening bang.

Charles is waiting for them outside. The 
tense encounter that follows passes with‑
out incident. “When I was young, we sat 
in the parlor,” Charles jokes, underscor‑
ing the age difference between them and 

also implying that Graham’s courtship is really a seduction. Graham 
joins Charles in the frame, facing off against him, and Charlie takes 
her place at Graham’s side. Graham tells Charles that he’ll be back, 
only not on business. Charles replies, “I can understand your coming 
back.” Adding, “She’s the thing I love most in the world,” he frames 
Charlie’s face with his hand, asserting affection but at the same time 
miming a strangling.

Charlie turns away. Graham says goodbye, having given Charlie 
his address in case she needs him. As the car pulls away, she has 
second thoughts and cries out, “Jack!” But it is too late. Accompanied 
by a sudden surge of dramatic music, the camera moves in on her 
hair. She turns slightly, then looks to Charles, and walks around to 
the backstairs, avoiding him.

The scene fades in on Charlie, about 
to go down the backstairs on a shop‑
ping errand for her mother. Suddenly she 
falls down the flight, the camera quickly 
pulling back in a vertiginous movement. 
Charles stealthily enters the frame and 
looks intently at Charlie, then leaves. On 
Emma’s “Oh darling, you might have been 
killed!” there is a cut to Charlie, then to 
her view of the broken stair, then back. 
Charlie looks up. The following shot of 
Charles, upstairs in the hallway, surround‑

ed by dark shadows, is as if from Charlie’s point of view, suggesting 
that Charlie suspects Charles and is attuned to him at this moment.

That night, Charlie sneaks out to see if Charles really did tamper 
with the stairs. As she climbs the stairway, she discovers him, and 
they face off against each other, their silhouettes outlined against the 
lights within the house. He tells her that he’s not leaving.

I want to settle down. Be a part of this family. I know what you’ve been thinking. 

How do you think your mother would have felt? What would it do to her now? 
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How about your father’s job at the bank? What 
would become of you if everything came out? 
What would you tell? Who would believe you?

As Charlie replies, “I don’t want you 
here, Uncle Charlie. I don’t want you to 
touch my mother,” the camera moves in 
to frame their silhouettes—to all the world 
like lovers’ silhouettes on a window shade. 
On Charlie’s threat, “Go away or I’ll kill 
you myself,” the image fades out.

Charles’s sawing of the stair, I take it, is 
not a serious murder attempt. It is a message to Charlie, meaning, 
“Let me stay or I’ll kill you,” and further, “Acknowledge me or I’ll 
kill you.” The latter implies, “Don’t tell Graham,” and also, “Don’t let 
Graham come between us.” When Charlie explains why she doesn’t 
want Charles to stay (“I don’t want you to touch my mother”), she 
does not acknowledge the reality of Charles’s desire. She does not 
say, for example, “I don’t want you to touch me.” Is it that Charlie 
does not yet fully know her own desire? She does not yet know, after 
all, whether she will accept Graham’s proposal; she does not know 
which of her promises she will keep. If Charlie forced Charles to leave 
by convincing him of her resoluteness, would she inform on Charles 
and then marry Graham? Charlie has given back Charles’s ring and 
Charles has broken his pact; she is now free to accept Graham’s pro‑
posal. But is Charlie’s bond with Charles so easily broken? Has her 
desire for Charles been overcome? The terms of the remainder of the 
narrative are definitively established and understood by both Charles 
and Charlie. Whether or not they desire each other, they are locked 
in a struggle to the death.

The second—and perhaps more serious—murder attempt follows 
immediately. The setting, appropriately enough, is the garage. A view 
of the garage door fades in. We recognize the shadowy figure of 
Charles. In an insert closeup, we see the exhaust pipe of a car. This 
exhaust pipe, spewing forth poison, recalls 
Charles’s ubiquitous cigar.

Then Hitchcock cuts to the family 
in the house. It is the night of Charles’s 
lecture to Emma’s club. The family is all 
spruced up. Emma squirts scent on Joe, 
visibly uncomfortable in a tuxedo. “No 
perfume!” he objects. “Just the nice, fresh, 
clean smell of lavender. You look very 
handsome, both of you. I must say I’m 
pretty proud of the two men in my fam‑
ily. Oh Joe, I wish you could drive a car.” 
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The camera moves in from a three‑shot, 
isolating Charles. Synchronized with this 
movement, Charles looks off screen to the 
right. There is a quick cut to Charlie’s huge 
shadow, framed by the //// of the banister, 
followed by Charlie, who enters the frame 
and walks down the stairs.

When she awoke from her long sleep, 
Charlie took the backstairs to avoid mak‑
ing this entrance into Charles’s view. 
Charles is mesmerized by the vision of 
Charlie, who now makes her deferred, 

defiant entrance. Charlie wants to arrange things so she won’t have 
to ride with Charles. Charles’s line, “Charlie, I want you to hear my 
speech on the way. After all, you’re my severest critic,” is a private 
joke, no longer between Hitchcock and the knowing viewer, but 
between Charles and Charlie. Emma, offscreen, settles the contro‑
versy: “Well anyway, we need a taxi.” Charles announces, “It’s all 
arranged.” He means by this that the seating arrangements are now 
final. And what we are about to witness, the second murder attempt, 
is also all arranged: he claims authorship of what is to follow. But 
Charlie whispers urgently, “Mother, please ride with me . . . Please!” 
When Charlie leaves to start the car, Emma is in a quandary.

In the garage, Charlie finds the car already running. In the dark‑
ness, she gropes for the key to turn the motor off, but it is missing. At 
this moment the garage door closes, engulfing the frame in darkness, 
and there is a cut to the interior of the house (our eyes accustomed to 
the darkness of the preceding shots, this cut has the effect of a white 
flash; we are momentarily blinded by it, as we were when Saunders 
took Charles’s picture). Charles comes down the stairs. Then Joe goes 
up, leaving the frame to Emma and Charles. She touches his shoul‑
der, casts him a loving smile, and then leaves the frame. The camera 
reframes with him as he goes to the window and closes it, then turns 
on the radio. “Might as well have a little music while we wait.” But the 
waiting is cut short when Herb unexpectedly appears on the scene. 
Agitated, he announces that someone is trapped in the garage. All 
leave and run to the garage door, which has been wedged shut by a 
stone. Surreptitiously, Charles kicks it away, and Charlie falls through 
the door frame, unconscious.

Charles takes charge. He goes into the garage, inserts the key in 
the ignition, turns the motor off, and comes back out. He carries 
Charlie into the yard and lays her down on the grass, ordering Joe 
to get a bottle of whiskey, Emma to rub her feet, Roger to get some‑
thing with which to fan her. Ann, breaking down, hugs Charlie emo‑
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tionally, a deeply affecting gesture. Then, framed as though lovers, 
Charles leans over Charlie, his hands clasping hers. In a close shot 
from Charles’s point of view, Charlie opens her eyes and says, “Go 
away.” As we cut to a long shot with the whole family in the frame, 
Charles says, “Emmy, she wants you.” Charlie slowly rises and begins 
to tell what happened. Herb, wanting a little recognition, tells his 
story (“Lucky thing I passed by. I was walking across the yard and I 
heard this beating on the door and I figured there must be a human 
being in there”). Paying no attention to Herb, Emma says to Charles, 
“She might have died. You saved her.”

Joe’s first thought is to cancel the lec‑
ture. But Charlie insists that they all go and 
she will stay home to prepare for the party. 
Emma, bewildered by what has happened, 
reluctantly agrees. As she gets into the cab, 
she mutters uncomprehendingly, “I don’t 
understand. First the stairs, then . . .” But 
she cannot finish her thought, and the cab 
pulls away. When Charlie sees that she is 
alone, she runs back to the house. There 
is a dissolve to her on the phone, viewed 
from a slightly high angle.

Upset, Charlie says, “He isn’t there? 
And you don’t expect him?” Then there 
is a dissolve to a longer, higher‑angle shot 
with the banister crowding Charlie in the 
frame. “Can you tell me where . . .” Then 
to an extreme long shot in which Char‑
lie is viewed through the //// bars of the 
banister.

Within this framing, Charlie finishes yet 
another attempt to track down Graham. 
Has he let her down? In any case, the 
agency that arranged for Herb to arrive in 
the nick of time appears determined to let 
the struggle between Charles and Charlie 
be played out as a private matter between 
them. That agency once more declares 
itself. As Charlie ascends the stairs, the 
camera twists, its direction reversed this 
time, until it frames her, doubled by her 
shadow, at the door to Charles’s room. As 
the music builds in dramatic intensity, she 
opens the door and goes inside. Viewed 

4.103

4.104

4.105



240 Shadow of a Doubt

through the frame‑within‑a‑frame of the 
doorway, she turns on the light, goes to 
the dresser, and passes from our sight.

Charlie’s search for the ring is closed 
to us; Hitchcock’s framing declares a limit 
to our access to her. As if reaffirming the 
significance of the camera’s gesture here, 
Hitchcock cuts directly to another empty 
frame‑within‑a‑frame, a setup that is the 
precise double of that in which Charles 
viewed Charlie in the doorway.

Charlie is absent from this frame, which 
does not depict Charles’s view. It frames 
no one and represents the view of no one 
within the world of the film. For some 
seconds, the camera holds this framing, 
marked by the absence of human fig‑
ures and invoking Charles’s fateful vision. 
When people finally throng through this 
door, buzzing with sociability, it is as if 
the camera’s gaze itself has brought the 
frame to life. (A number of major Hitch‑
cock moments are closely related to this. 
For example, in Young and Innocent, the 
breathtaking camera movement that ends 
by framing a drummer’s eye, the camera 
holding that framing until the “bloke what 
twitches,” stared down by the camera, 
gives himself away by blinking. Or, in Mar-

nie, as we shall see, the arrival of Strutt at 
the reception at the Rutland mansion, as if 
in answer to Marnie’s anguished “Oh God, 
somebody help me!” Hitchcock dissolves 
to an extreme long shot of the hallway of 
the Rutland home and the camera slowly 
cranes down until it frames the front door, 
which finally opens to reveal the threaten‑
ing figure of Strutt.)

Charlie emerges from the bedroom and 
closes the door behind her, clasping the 
ring in her hand, as sounds filter from 
the party downstairs. Emma’s voice rises 
above the general hubbub (“Joe, will you 
take care of everyone?”). Charlie calls, “I’ll 
be right down,” and looks one last time at 
the ring. The audience has arrived, and 
Charlie is preparing to step out on stage.
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Downstairs, Charles is about to pour champagne for the guests. 
There is general laughter as the minister says, “I thought champagne 
was only for battleships. None for me and none, I’m sure, for my 
wife.” Charles fills a glass and gives it to the Widow Potter, with a 
show of cordiality. Then he holds up his own glass. “I’d like to pro‑
pose a toast too. . . . Isn’t Charlie coming down?” “She’ll be down in 
a moment,” Emma answers and proceeds to serve Mrs. Potter from a 
tray of sandwiches, her words evoking a series of grisly images (“Oh, 
don’t take that one. I don’t know why I make tomato. They always 
soak through the bread when they’ve been standing. Try one of these. 
Just whole wheat bread and cream cheese. It’s the paprika makes it 
pink”). Mr. Green toasts “our distinguished 
visitor, the man who made the best speech 
heard in this town for years.” As Charles 
passes a glass to Herb over Mrs. Potter, she 
and Charles exchange glances. This brings 
us to one of the most disturbing passages 
in the film.

With the minister framed beside him. 
Charles turns, looks up, and smiles. (In 
the course of this shot and its repetitions 
as the sequence proceeds, the minister 
gradually edges to the left, until he is all 
but completely excluded from the frame.)

There is a cut to Charles’s view of Char‑
lie, as she makes her entrance and begins 
to descend the stairs.

Up to this point, this passage is modeled 
on the moment when Charlie descended 
the stairs just before going to the garage. 
Charles’s smile reveals his real happiness 
at seeing Charlie still alive. And she is 
radiant, a vision of beauty. She looks at the 
camera as she descends, as if reveling in 
Charles’s—it is also our—gaze. Hitchcock 
cuts back to Charles. “Now for my toast.”

What might Charles’s words be? Hitch‑
cock’s filming precisely invokes a toast 
Charles cannot make (and perhaps does 
not consciously realize he desires to 
make). The stage is set for Charles to toast 
Charlie as his intended bride. (Hitchcock’s 
silent The Farmer’s Wife illuminates this 
reading. That film tells the story of a wid‑
ower’s efforts to find a woman to sit in the 
chair left empty by the death of his first 
wife. He is assisted in a series of comically 
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ill‑starred courtships by Minta, his lovely young servant. In his imagi‑
nation, he pictures each woman in this chair, but the picture always 
falls short of his dream. We know that Minta wants him to propose 
to her and also that she knows him better than he knows himself, 
knows that he does not yet know that he loves her. Finally, the time 
comes when she can wait no longer and must compel him to recog‑
nize her. In his full view, she deliberately sits in the symbolic chair. 
In the vision of Minta in his wife’s place, he recognizes his love at 
last. Guests unexpectedly arrive and she goes upstairs to change. It is 
the moment of her appearance on the stairs, radiant, that the present 

passage in Shadow of a Doubt echoes: in 
the face of this vision, and witnessed by 
the assembled guests, the farmer makes a 
toast, at the same time a proposal, to the 
woman he has chosen as his bride, and 
The Farmer’s Wife ends as a true comedy.)

The smile freezes on Charles’s face as 
he sees something that transforms his 
vision. Hitchcock cuts to a closer shot of 
Charlie from Charles’s point of view. She is 
wearing the ring, and her look to the cam‑
era now signifies recognition of Charles’s 
recognition of that fact.

The camera moves in, its movement 
sensuously meshing with the movement 
of her hand as it glides down the banis‑
ter, until that hand nearly fills the frame: a  
shot powerfully evocative of erotic 
fascination.

By presenting herself in public wear‑
ing Charles’s ring, Charlie shows him that 
she once again possesses the evidence to 
condemn him and that she knows exactly 
what that evidence is. Of course, no evi‑
dence poses any threat to Charles unless 
Charlie is willing to use it against him. 
Charlie’s bold gesture is meant, at one 
level, as a declaration that she is prepared 
to expose Charles or kill him rather than 
let him remain in this home, even if it 
means Emma’s breakdown. Charlie makes 
her entrance into Charles’s view dressed as 
a promised bride. Further, she invokes that 
act about which bridegrooms fantasize. 
She presents herself to Charles’s vision as 
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if offering herself to him and claims the power to satisfy him (the 
locus of Charlie’s erotic power, like Charles’s, is the hand). She pen‑
etrates his fantasy and possesses it. Her entrance, I think, inscribes 
a pledge as well as an ultimatum. If he leaves, she will not turn him 
in (in any case, she has given up trying to reach Graham; Charles 
will be able to leave town without being apprehended). She wears 
Charles’s ring and vows her faithfulness to him, on the condition 
that he depart. She will not accept Graham’s proposal: her hand is 
already given.

Charles’s glass, still raised for a toast, 
appears in the exact position in the frame 
occupied by Charlie’s ring. He lowers the 
glass below the frame line and fills it out 
of our view. When he lifts it back into 
the frame, he is again smiling. His words 
appear to concede Charlie’s terms: “Char‑
lie, you’re just in time for a farewell toast. 
Hate to break the news to you like this, 
but tomorrow I must leave Santa Rosa.” 
At the foot of the stairs, Charlie removes 
her hand from the banister as though it reminded her of Charles’s 
touch and reflects on her victory. One disturbing implication reveals 
itself immediately. Mrs. Potter says that this is a real coincidence: “I 
was planning to go to San Francisco myself tomorrow morning.” The 
widow will fall victim to Charles if he really does leave on the train 
and Graham is not notified. Charlie’s agreement with Charles makes 
her party to the murder of all the future Mrs. Potters.

Then the devastating effect Charles’s departure will have on Emma 
reveals itself. For Charlie, an elegiac note is struck. “Oh, Emmie dar‑
ling, I didn’t mean to spoil your fun tonight. I got a letter today and 
I’ve got to catch the early morning train.” He looks at Emma and 
smiles. As we reframe with him to a two‑shot, he bends down to 
kiss her, then turns away, directing his speech not to Emma alone, 
but to the whole party. “But I want all of you to know that I’ll always 
think of this lovely town as a place of hospitality and kindness. And 
homes.” Emma is dazed. “But I can’t bear it if you go, Charles.” Then 
there is a cut to Charlie, deeply troubled. She moves into the parlor 
and takes a seat as Charles explains that he’s arranged with Dr. Phil‑
lips for a memorial to the town’s children. Then Hitchcock frames 
Emma so as to underscore the match between her pose and Charlie’s.

“It’s just the idea that we were together again,” Emma says in a 
soft, intimate voice, losing sight of the fact that she is in public. As 
she sobs out loud, Hitchcock cuts to the guests looking right into 
the camera, which he places in the literal position of Emma’s eyes 
(this is a gesture also addressed to us). In the face of this public 
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breakdown, no one knows what to do. 
The minister is conspicuously awkward 
and ineffectual. Everyone looks down or 
away, embarrassed, unwilling or unable 
to acknowledge Emma at this moment. Of 
all the guests, only Mrs. Potter continues 
meeting the camera’s gaze.

Hitchcock may at times appear to 
endorse Charles’s professed inhumanity 
or to treat despair cynically or frivolously. 
People who don’t understand Hitchcock 
might think that he would be inclined 
simply to make a joke out of Mrs. Pot‑
ter. But this detail, embedded so that 
one recognizes its significance only if one 
attends knowingly and sympathetically to 
Hitchcock’s framing, can serve as a rev‑
elation of Hitchcock’s humanity as well 
as a declaration of his method. For Hitch‑
cock, the absence or loss of love makes 
the world a hell. The widowed Mrs. Pot‑
ter is acquainted with grief and under‑
stands Emma’s sorrow. Only she has the 
strength of char acter to stand by Emma 
at this moment. If Mrs. Potter is the true 
type of Charles’s victims, what does that 
suggest about Charles’s acts of killing? In 
his conversation with Truffaut, Hitchcock 
speaks of Charles as a killer with a mis‑
sion. One way of understanding that mis‑
sion is to think of it as ridding the world of 
“fat, wheezing animals” that incarnate lost 
beauty and grace. But we can also under‑
stand Charles’s mission as a commitment 
to listening for and responding to these 
lonely women’s desperate, heartfelt calls 

(of course, Charles may be mad in believing he hears such calls). 
It is fundamental to Shadow of a Doubt, as I read it, that Charles’s 
killing can be viewed as expressing either contempt for his victims 
or compassion, indeed love, for them. Failure to acknowledge this 
ambiguity, and to appreciate its implications, is a failure to com‑
prehend the film.

And what does Charles envision Mrs. Potter to be calling upon 
him to do? To fulfill her as her husband never did, hence to betray 
her marriage? To take her dead husband’s place, hence to bring that 
marriage back to life? To release her from the curse of dwelling in 
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a world in which love has died? To allow her to keep faith with her 
marriage by joining her husband in death? Whether or not Mrs. Pot‑
ter acknowledges it, the truth about “marriage” to Charles is that its 
consummation is death. (I am not suggesting that Charles’s acts can 
only be understood as the selfless giving of the gift of death. Hitch‑
cock also does not allow us to rule out the possibility that Charles’s 
selflessness is a mask, that his really is the monstrous creed he pro‑
fesses, that he mocks all who put faith in love.)

As Emma goes on, speaking to no one in particular (although her 
words are weighed by Charlie, by Charles, by Mrs. Potter, and by 
us), Hitchcock cuts to Charlie. “We were so close growing up. Then 
Charles went away and I got married and . . .” The camera moves 
in as Emma’s voice trails off. “Then you know how it is. You sort of 
forget you’re you. You’re your husband’s wife . . .” Charlie is weeping 
as the image fades out.

Charlie weeps, I think, for her mother, for the likes of Mrs. Pot‑
ter, for Charles, and for herself. She has forsaken her own romantic 
dreams as well as her hopes for an “ordi‑
nary” life by consenting to a marriage 
that makes her party to Charles’s acts of 
killing, in which her being is submerged 
in Charles’s. She has consigned herself to 
becoming her husband’s wife, even to Mrs. 
Potter’s condition of widowhood, and con‑
signed Charles to the death‑in‑life of ban‑
ishment from his love. Dead to Charlie’s 
world, he must haunt the earth, trapped in 
an endless cycle of killings. But Charles’s 
true intentions have not yet been revealed. 
The stage is set for the film’s climax and conclusion.

The scene fades in on the train station. The Greens, the minis‑
ter and his wife, and the Newtons, along with Herb, are gathered 
for Charles’s departure. Mr. Green says, “We’ll be looking for you, 
Mr. Oakley. We believe you’re one of us. Don’t we, Margaret?” She 
concurs. He adds, “And bless you for your gift to our hospital. The 
children will bless you, too, in all the years to come.” Charles’s trib‑
utes to this town are ironic—if no one but Charlie is capable of 
recognizing his irony—but we cannot assume that they are not also 
sincere. As the train pulls into the station, Emma and Charles take 
each other’s hands. With her back to the camera, Charlie, who is 
dressed in black (dressed, that is, as a widow) watches, absorbed in 
her private thoughts.

Roger, Ann, and Charlie board the train to see Charles off. Then, 
in a framing fit for the farewell of Richard III, Charles bids adieu to 
Santa Rosa and to Emma. He says his goodbye—this is his farewell to 
the world he dreamed of calling home—almost soundlessly, disdain‑
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fully blowing it out like a puff of smoke. 
He turns, a secret smile on his face, and 
absents himself from the frame, leaving it 
momentarily void of human figures.

In the shot that follows, the frame is 
schematically divided in two. The right 
half, in its surrealism, takes up the meta‑
physical mood of the previous shot. The 
corridor, centered in this half of the frame, 
tunnels into the depths of the illusionistic 
space and gives this region a graphic sym‑
metry that recalls both Saunders’s photo‑
graph and Charles’s vision of Charlie from 
the top of the stairs. (Within Hitchcock’s 
work as a whole, “tunnel shots,” as I like 
to call them, take on great resonance. In 
Vertigo, when Midge walks down the hos‑
pital corridor and out of Scottie’s life [and 
Hitchcock’s film], she does so in a “tunnel 
shot.” The shot looking down the stairwell 
in Vertigo is a variant of it. So, too, are the 
opening and closing shots of The Wrong 

Man and the second and closing shots of 
Notorious. This framing provides the set‑
ting for the erotically charged first meeting 
of Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint on the 
train in North by Northwest, and for Sean 
Connery’s desperate shipboard search for 
his bride in Marnie. In The Birds, Jessica 
Tandy must pass twice through such a 
frame when she comes upon the horrify‑
ing spectacle of her neighbor’s pecked‑out 
eyes (in a conjunction of Hitchcockian 
signs, she drops her purse as she runs). 
And the lyrical image of door after door 
opening, superimposed over Ingrid Berg‑

man’s ecstatic face as Gregory Peck kisses her, is an important occur‑
rence in Spellbound. Hitchcock’s tunnel shots relate to his //// motif 
and his flashes of black, white, and red. All participate at once in a 
system of references to, and invocations of, sexuality, and in a system 
of self‑reference.)

Charles enters the corridor at the far end and quickly bridges the 
distance between background and foreground. Through this potent 
movement, the frame’s opening into depth is closed. And when 
Charles walks forward, he looks right into the camera and waves. The 
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strangeness of this gesture is magnified by 
our perception of Charlie’s obliviousness 
of it. The left side of the frame is hers 
as the right side of the frame is his. Her 
region is as flat as his is deep. Her back is 
to the camera, so that she is imaged by her 
black hair and widow’s dress, the object of 
Charles’s desire and his potential victim. 
She stands motionless, lost in thought 
before one of those “private rooms” that 
so intrigue Roger. Behind her, we can 
make out just enough of the compartment 
to see Roger at the apogee of each of his 
bounces on the unseen bed. This girl on 
the threshold of womanhood is reflecting 
on what goes on in a private room, con‑
templating the empty double bed.

On Charles’s wave, the camera reverses 
field to Charles’s view of Mrs. Potter at 
the far end of the car; she waves back on 
her way to the adjoining car. Mrs. Potter’s 
wordless invitation to Charles is unseen 
by Charlie, but we know that, if Charlie 
leaves this train now, Mrs. Potter’s fate is 
sealed, and with it Charles’s and also Charlie’s own. As Charlie is 
about to follow Ann and Roger down the corridor, there is a continu‑
ity cut to a medium shot, which frames her like a picture within an 
empty rectangle on the wall behind her.

Charles advances and takes her arm: “Charlie, I want you to know 
I think you were right to make me leave. It’s best for your mother. 
Best for all of us. You saw what happened to her last night. She’s 
not very strong, you know. I don’t think she could stand the shock. 
I remember once when she was a little girl . . .” He never gets to 
complete this memory. A flicker in the corner of the frame indicates 
that the train has begun to roll. Charlie, panicked, tries to break away, 
but Charles advances relentlessly. “Listen, I want you to forget all 
about me.” She looks down at his hands, then back up at him as he 
advances, then away. She stares down in horrified recognition. “Your 
hands!” At this point Hitchcock cuts to Charles, his face absolutely 
grave.

In the next shot, the landscape hurtling by is for the first time vis‑
ible. Within this frame, Charlie struggles to free herself, but Charles 
holds her fast. As the music continues to build in intensity, there is 
a cut to a much closer shot. The moving landscape almost fills the 
frame.
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“I’ve got to do this. Charlie, so long as 
you know what you do about me.” The 
“this” to which Charles refers, we take it 
(as does Charlie), is his act of killing her, 
already begun; and a key to this act is 
Hitchcock’s imaging of it as sexual, like 
his imaging of Handel Fane’s trapeze act. 
The landscape hurtling by, the roar of the 
train, and the swelling of the music com‑
bine with the rising curve of excitement of 
the action to give this climactic passage its 
passionate, erotic force. Charlie presented 
herself to Charles as his bride, imagin‑
ing she would wear his ring and remain 
faithful to him if only he left Santa Rosa 
never to return. But Charles’s look now 
denies that their relationship can remain 
chaste; it declares that this marriage must 
be consummated.

The camera tilts down to the couple’s 
legs. Then there is a cut to the two framed 
by the landscape hurtling by; to Charlie’s 
hand, which is losing its grip on the latch; 
and again to the two struggling. Charles 
has gained the upper hand and is wait‑
ing for the moment of climax. As he says, 
“Not yet, Charlie, let it get a little faster,” 
there is a cut to a tight closeup of her, his 
hand at her mouth and throat. She looks 
down, her eyes wide, and Hitchcock cuts 
to a shot from her point of view, in which 
the tracks move by in a blur.

This is more than a conventional 
point‑of‑view shot. For one thing, what 
Charlie objectively sees at this moment is 
nothing determinate. Her “view” has bro‑
ken down. It is not that she sees nothing, 
but that Charles has presented her with 
a vision of nothingness, akin to Handel 
Fane’s third vision and to the vision the 
Professor presents to Hannay when he 
shows his hand. And this shot has a pow‑
erful, unsettling kinesthetic impact: we 
do not so much see as feel it. It is a rep‑
resentation of Charlie’s vision, but also 
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a metaphor for it and an expression of 
the vertigo it engenders. (In Spellbound, 
too, Hitchcock makes a view from a train 
window a terrifying vision of nothingness. 
When Gregory Peck, uneasy in the com‑
pany of the woman who loves him and 
also wishes to cure him, looks out onto 
the blurred lines of the tracks, he becomes 
possessed by the memory he is not yet 
prepared to acknowledge. The wife’s faint‑
ing spell in the early version of The Man 

Who Knew Too Much is closely related to 
this, as is the structurally central moment 
early in the later version when the young 
son, suffering oedipal pangs on board a 
bus, immerses himself in the view of the 
Moroccan landscape and then precipi‑
tates the narrative by accidentally pulling 
the veil from a Muslim woman’s face.)

Charles makes Charlie attend to this 
vision. She wants to turn away, but he 
forces her to keep looking. And he con‑
tinues to address her about the act he is 
performing. His words (“Not yet, Charlie, 
let it get a little faster”) establish that this act is not simply one of 
killing, but also one of instruction and initiation. He is preparing her 
for the part she will be called upon to play when the right moment 
comes—when “it” gets just fast enough. At one level, this “it” refers 
to what is contained within the frame of Charlie’s vision. To know 
what she must do, and to do it, she must acknowledge the seduc‑
tive, spellbinding power of the vision to which Charles directs her 
gaze. And by cutting to this vision of nothingness, Hitchcock compels 
us to attend to this vision too. When Charlie interrupted Charles’s 
speech at the dinner table, she undertook to speak for the likes of 
us. Now Charles casts her in the role of viewer, and she assumes our 
place—as we assume hers—in silence. Hitchcock calls upon us to 
accept Charlie as “one of us,” as he calls upon us to accept Charles 
as his own representative and to accept Charlie’s vision (her vision 
of Charles, of her world, of her own fate) as also our own (our vision 
of the film’s author, of the film itself, of our acts of viewing). There is 
a part Hitchcock will call upon us to play, and to play our part we, 
too, must attend to this vision.

In Rebecca, Mrs. Danvers, speaking in a soothing, hypnotic voice, 
lulls Joan Fontaine into an ever‑deepening absorption in a vision 
of the seductive, beckoning sea; she encourages her to accept that 
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vision’s invitation to plunge to her death. Perhaps this is how it is 
most natural to understand Charles’s words, at least at first: he com‑
pels Charlie to attend to her vision so that she may be transported 
into such a state that, at the climactic moment, she will submit pas‑
sively, or even surrender gladly, to his murderous thrust. He presents 
her with this vision of her own nothingness and of the awesome 
power he represents: the power of the divinity that holds sway over 
this world. This is at the same time Charlie’s vision of her own desire 
and a terrifying vision of unfreedom, of nothingness, of death, of all 
she dreads.

Yet Charles is not, I take it, simply seducing Charlie into sub‑
mission. I see him as also performing a demonstration, for her as 
audience. Like the Professor when he shows his hand to Hannay, or 
Handel Fane when he demonstrates the superiority of his form of 
theater, Charles performs his demonstration in order to clinch his 
case. But Charles’s gesture goes beyond the Professor’s and Fane’s 
by also being a serious act of instruction, one that is addressed to 
someone for whose education he takes a real responsibility. I see 
Charles as presenting Charlie with this vision in order to complete 
her initiation into the adult world in which real and symbolic acts 
of killing are commonplace, ordinary; in order to complete her edu‑
cation and thereby her transformation from a girl into a woman, 
Charles wants Charlie to know. He wants her to know that she has 
stepped into a trap, what that trap is, and who has set it. He wants 
her to know who he really is, what life has really been like for him, 
his monstrousness and his despair. He wants her to know how he 
envisions the world and what she harbors within herself. He wants 
her to know that he has allowed her, as it were, to see inside him and 
to know that what he has inside, she has too. He wants her to know 
that they are twins after all, but that what joins them is something 
frightful, not something wonderful. He wants her to know that he has 
come at her bidding, but that he is separate from her and cannot be 
willed away like a phantom in a dream. He wants her to know that 
this vision reveals her desire, but that it also announces the limits of 
her freedom, announces that she must do what she is about to be 
called upon to do regardless of her desires.

Hitchcock cuts once more to the nightmare vision of the rails, then 
to a two‑shot. The tension raised to an excruciating pitch, Charles 
cries, “Now!” Cued by this signal, Hitchcock cuts to Charlie’s hand, 
which has regained its grip on the door. Then to Charles, who looks 
ready. Suddenly, he cuts to a much longer view. Looking away from 
the open door, Charlie pushes Charles to his death.

To comprehend this moment, I believe, and to understand Shad-

ow of a Doubt as a whole, we must acknowledge the haunting pos‑
sibility that Charlie’s act fulfills rather than frustrates Charles’s real 
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wish, that Charles—whether consciously 
or not—directs Charlie to push him off the 
train. This is, after all, the only possible 
resolution: Charles released by death from 
his curse, Charlie freed from her mon‑
strous marriage by widowhood, the circle 
of killings broken. And it is a beautifully 
appropriate one: the man who believes he 
has the power to hear and answer the des‑
perate calls of women who long for death 
calls upon his twin, who has vowed faith‑
fulness to him and vowed to penetrate all 
his secrets, to perform the act that frees him (as she once called 
upon him, the only person in the world capable of performing the 
requisite “miracle,” to come and save her).

With this possibility in mind, Charles’s presentation to Charlie of 
the vision of the tracks takes on a new meaning. In retrospect, we 
may take him to be acknowledging his own powerlessness to fulfill 
his desire or effect his salvation. That is, he concedes her victory 
and calls upon her to respect the responsibilities it imposes, which 
are also consequences of her acceptance of the role of his promised 
bride. He calls upon her to save him, to allow him to die redeemed, 
and also to free herself from his curse. But to do so, she must kill 
him herself, must take his death into her own hands. What completes 
Charlie’s education, then, is her discovery of Charles’s longing for 
death, of her desire for his death, and of her own capacity for killing. 
For Charlie to become a woman, her innocent self—and the world of 
her innocence—must die and be reborn. The innocent Charlie dies 
when Charles dies by her hand. If Charles is a murderer, Charlie is 
a murderer too. Yet there is an even deeper irony. If Charlie’s act 
of killing is necessary and conceived in innocence, Charles’s acts of 
killing also were not really murders, were necessary and conceived 
in love. Charlie now knows that evil is real and death is final, but 
she kills to affirm her innocence and to acknowledge Charles. She 
fulfills her calling when she hears and responds to Charles’s desper‑
ate plea, and we affirm her act, as we affirm our community with 
Hannay and Pamela at the end of The 39 Steps. Hitchcock calls upon 
us to acknowledge that, when Charlie pushes Charles to his death, 
she acts in our place and in completion of the author’s design. In 
this gesture, Charlie’s hand and our hand and Hitchcock’s hand and 
Charles’s hand are one. (In his conversation with Truffaut, Hitchcock 
speaks of Charlie’s pushing Charles to his death as “accidental.” But I 
do not take this to mean that her act is not intentional, that she does 
not mean it (whatever her conscious thoughts or feelings may be). 
That she looks away when she pushes Charles only shows she has no 
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need and no desire to look, not that she does not mean to push him.)
We acknowledge our community with Charlie and join with her 

in acknowledgment of Charles. What she gains at this moment is 
also what she irrevocably loses within her world, a true community. 
If she discovers the power of evil and the finality of death, she also 
discovers the reality of love as a human bond. Within Charles and 
within herself she discovers “something wonderful” after all.

By insisting that Charles and Charlie can both be viewed as acting 
out of love and a shared condition of innocence, I do not mean to 
be denying the obvious. Of course, it is also possible to view Charles 
as murderous to the end, as acting out of a desire for violence rather 
than a longing for love; and it is possible to view Charlie as com‑
promised, fully implicated in his immorality. It is possible to view 
Charles as like the Professor rather than like Mr. Memory. The truth 
is, I take it, that the ending of Shadow of a Doubt—and indeed the 
entirety of the film that turns on this ending—is designed to pose its 
ambiguities, not to resolve them. We cannot say whether, when she 
turns away and pushes Charles to his death, Charlie asserts her pow‑
er over him or, acknowledging his power over her, fulfills his secret 
wish. We cannot say whether her turning away breaks decisively 
with the vision he presents to her, or whether it completes her pos‑
session by that vision. We cannot say whether she discovers within 

herself the power to overcome her vision, 
or whether what she finds within herself is 
the power revealed in that vision. We can‑
not say whether by her act she exorcises 
Charles or accepts him into her heart. It 
is not that Hitchcock avoids taking a stand 
on these matters. His articulated ambigu‑
ity is his stand, his affirmation that love 
and murder (and the act of making a film 
and the act of viewing a film) are myster‑
ies, as I put it at the conclusion of the 
reading of Murder! Shadow of a Doubt, 
like every Hitchcock film, does not claim 
to solve for us its deepest mysteries, but to 
acknowledge them.

Our vision of Charles’s fall is particu‑
larly harrowing and haunting. As he falls 
from the train, another train rushes with 
terrifying force from the background to the 
foreground of the frame. We do not actu‑
ally witness the impact, but we imagine 
him as horribly crushed, mutilated, dis‑
membered. As the music shifts to a ghostly 
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reprise of the “Merry Widow Waltz,” there 
is a dissolve to the dancing couples image. 
Dream and nightmare are momentari‑
ly superimposed, and the entire film is 
coalesced into a single image.

Then the mood lifts. There follows a cut 
to an extreme long shot of Santa Rosa, the 
streets lined for a funeral procession; then 
to the front of the church; and finally to 
Graham and Charlie. The camera moves 
in, then holds this framing.

From this point on, the soundtrack 
develops in two separate lines. As Charlie and Graham talk, we hear 
the minister’s eulogy (sometimes drowned out by the foreground 
voices).

Santa Rosa has gained and lost a son. A son that she can be proud of. Brave, 

generous, kind. With all the splendid dignity of . . . 

Without looking at Graham, Charlie says, “I’m glad you were able to 
come, Jack. I couldn’t have faced it without someone who knew. I 
did know more. I couldn’t tell you.” “I know.”

He came into our community and our lives were finer and richer for it. For 

those who loved him most, those who knew him best, and for vou, his beloved 

family . . . 

Charlie continues, “He thought the world was a terrible place. He 
couldn’t have been very happy ever. He didn’t trust people, seemed 
to hate them. Hated the whole world.”

Let this thought, in this sad hour of . . . No true love ever died . . . 

Charlie completes her thought: “He said that people like us had 
no idea what the world was really like.” Graham then sums up his 
understanding of the moral. “Things aren’t as bad as that. But some‑
times it needs a lot of watching. It seems to go crazy every now and 
then, like your Uncle Charlie.” After looking at each other, they look 
away, as though lost in their own private worlds. Charlie sighs and 
says nothing further, as the minister completes his eulogy.

The beauty of their souls, the sweetness of their character, live on with us forever.

There is a dissolve to the front of the church. As the music, now 
dominated by the organ, resolves, the title “The End” appears. The 
circle of killing has been completed, the chain broken. The widows’ 
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money, the fruit of Charles’s murders, has been left not to Charlie 
(Charles’s “widow”) but to all of Santa Rosa. It now may do, as it 
were, God’s work. Charlie’s original wish that she receive no gift from 
Charles is finally fulfilled. And Charlie is free to marry if she wishes. 
But the tone of this ending is ambiguous and disquieting.

The Lodger, Murder!, and The 39 Steps all end with the union of 
lovers. The Lodger avoids Shadow of a Doubt’s downbeat ending 
in part by having its Charles‑like figure be innocent, or in effect 
reborn as innocent, while the shift of Daisy’s affection from Joe to 
the lodger is complete. Murder!’s ending is ironic and bitter because 
its world, which knows no justice, is unworthy of Handel Fane’s final 
gesture. The 39 Steps’ ending is rendered bittersweet by the death 
of Mr. Memory, but it lacks the specifically unsettling quality of the 
ending of Shadow of a Doubt. (The lovers’ innocence is uncompro‑
mised, the Professor can be destroyed with no regrets, and the dying 
Mr. Memory forgives and is forgiven by Hannay. To this group, we 
might add Stage Fright, whose Charles figure turns out to be a mur‑
derer and, like Charles, suffers a horrible death at the film’s climax. 
But by the time of Jonathan’s death, Eve has fallen out of love with 
him and fallen head over heels in love with “Ordinary Smith,” the  
Graham figure. (Stage Fright’s ending is complicated by the fact that 
the central romantic couple is, in a sense, neither Eve and Jonathan 
nor Eve and Smith, but rather Eve’s father [the inimitable Alastair 
Sim] and the star whose presence on stage rivets him [Marlene Diet‑
rich]. The young lovers are joined as at the ending of a traditional 
comedy, but they do not spark the film’s passion.)

Shadow of a Doubt’s ending refuses to maintain that Charlie is in 
love with Graham, but also refuses to rule out the possibility that, 
after the final fade‑out, she will marry him. But that is hardly her 
dream come true. When Charlie says, “I couldn’t have faced it with‑
out someone who knew” (words that Charles might have spoken to 
Charlie with real authority), we are not satisfied with Graham’s assur‑
ance that he knows. Graham does not know. Not having access to 
Hitchcock’s presentation to us, he does not know what we know. He 
does not speak for Hitchcock, nor does he speak for us, when he 
gives his summation that the world is basically all right as it is but 
only needs a little watching. Not only the world needs to be watched, 
and the world needs more than watching. Nor do we believe that 
Charlie feels for Graham what she felt, and still feels, for Charles. We 
sense that Charles’s death leaves Charlie isolated, weary, depressed. 
The possibility of marriage to Graham holds no promise of fulfill‑
ment. Graham knows only that realm of the ordinary within which, 
but also apart from which, Charlie is fated to stand. A part of Charlie 
that Graham does not know, but which Hitchcock has allowed us 
to share, dies with Charles; and a part of Charles lives on within 
Charlie, and within us.
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S
hadow of a Doubt is separated by as 
many years from Psycho as it is from 

The Lodger. This period may naturally be divided into two parts, with 
Stage Fright (1950) and Strangers on a Train (1951) the boundary. 
The remainder of the 1940s was, manifestly, a time of searching for 
Hitchcock, while the decade of the 1950s represents the full flower‑
ing of his mature art.

Shadow of a Doubt establishes that Hitchcock can make a film 
in Hollywood that is the equal of his greatest British work. But it is, 
along with its underrated companion piece Lifeboat (1943), in many 
respects an isolated accomplishment. Shadow of a Doubt in no way 
represents a general solution to the problem of the form an American 
Hitchcock film might take, in the way that The 39 Steps represents a 
model for the remainder of his films in the 1930s. After a gap of two 
years, when he made only two short films for the British Ministry of 
Information, his next feature, Spellbound (1945), was released, a film 
strikingly different from Shadow of a Doubt.

Spellbound, like The Paradine Case (1947), was made under the 
aegis of David O. Selznick. These films are far from the equal of Shad-

ow of a Doubt or even Lifeboat, in my judgment, although there is 
much of interest in them. After Rebecca, Hitchcock had no need to 
prove that he could make a Selznick film that is also a Hitchcock 
film. Between these two projects, however, Hitchcock made Noto-

rious (1946), which he produced as well as directed. Notorious is, 
with Shadow of a Doubt, the greatest achievement of Hitchcock’s 
first decade of working in America. I have no inclination to disagree 
with Truffaut when he singled out Notorious, among all Hitchcock’s 
films, as the one that gives the most perspicuous picture of Hitch‑
cock’s art.1 Notorious transforms the Hitchcock thriller of the 1930s 
into a fully American film, as Foreign Correspondent and Saboteur 

do not; it creates a Hitchcock paradigm, with his subsequent Cary 
Grant vehicles—To Catch a Thief and North by Northwest—among 
those cast in its mold. Notorious is the first Hitchcock film in which 
every shot is not only meaningful but beautiful, as beautiful as are 
Ingrid Bergman and Cary Grant photographed by Ted Tetzlaff under 
Hitchcock’s direction. For the first time in Hitchcock’s work, two great 
romantic stars are matched against each other, and their romance 
is wedded to a richly expressive, romantic visual style. In Notorious, 

Hitchcock’s camera expresses the full‑bodied passion that vibrates 
in his greatest later films, such as Vertigo. In Notorious, the camera’s 
lush romanticism, for the first time, is equal and constant partner to 
its wit, elegance, and theatricality.

After The Paradine Case Hitchcock made, in the unsettled atmo‑
sphere of Hollywood at the end of the late 1940s—a Hollywood 
threatened with economic dislocation and political division and 
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repression—two strange and disquieting films, his first in color, Rope 
(1948) and Under Capricorn (1949).

Rope is the film in which Hitchcock employs the famous ten‑min‑
ute take, with no cutting. More than 150 discrete camera movements 
effect transitions from setup to setup, simulating every kind of classi‑
cal cut. Yet André Bazin was wrong when he argued that Rope could 
just as well have been cut in the classical way2 (Bazin 1967, 50). For 
the deliberateness of every move that the camera makes creates a 
state of perpetual tension. At every moment, our sense that the cam‑
era is poised to move enhances our sense that it represents a palpa‑
ble presence within the world of the film. What The Lodger declares 
at certain crucial junctures, Rope manifests throughout.

At the center of Rope is a secret—there will be no cuts, only cam‑
era movements—that is no secret at all. This separates the film com‑
pletely from the stage play from which it was adapted, defines the 
film’s conception, determines the details of its planning, and makes 
its execution a virtuoso performance. Rope presents what is ordinar‑
ily taken for granted in a film, continuity, as its signal achievement. 
Hitchcock’s desire for his brilliant achievement to be acknowledged 
is as evident as its central character’s desire for the brilliant concep‑
tion, planning, and execution of his perfect murder to be acknowl‑
edged. Indeed, the crux of Rope’s secret is that it allows the creation 
of the film itself to be a perfect counterpart to the murder at the heart 
of its narrative. Like Shadow of a Doubt and Murder! before it, and 

The Wrong Man after it, Rope is one of Hitchcock’s studies for Psycho.
Next to Jamaica Inn and Torn Curtain, Under Capricorn is, despite 

its exhilarating camera movements and its legion of admirers in 
France, a Hitchcock film that gives me little pleasure. Stage Fright, 

on the other hand, is a Hitchcock film that I find greatly underrated. 
With Murder! it is one of the works in which theater, always a preoc‑
cupation, becomes an explicit subject. Yet Stage Fright presents its 
central philosophical arguments about film and theater with subtlety 
and complex irony, as it presents its characters and the events of its 
narrative. Few Hitchcock films are studded with as many traps for the 
unwary viewer or critic who thinks it is child’s play to penetrate the 
author’s thinking. It is a film that can give the impression of having 
been put together casually, but is one of Hitchcock’s most carefully 
composed and crafted works.

Rope and Stage Fright are remarkable films. But they are alike in 
expressing themselves with extreme, almost obsessive, indirectness. 
Both films reveal an author whose thoughts are veiled from his pub‑
lic. I say this despite Stage Fright’s lightness of tone and its declared 
allegiance to romantic comedy. It is only with Strangers on a Train 

(1951) that Hitchcock once again unveiled his mastery of theatricality 
and commanded the attention of his audience.
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Strangers on a Train is noteworthy for the brilliance of its con‑
ception and the masterful execution of its details; and for Robert 
Walker’s riveting presence and performance. And it was Hitchcock’s 
first collaboration with cinematographer Robert Burks, who photo‑
graphed all the remaining Hitchcock films of the fifties, endowing 
them with a look that has become indelibly impressed on our sense 
of what a Hitchcock film is.

Of these films, I Confess (1952) stands out for the austerity of its 
black and white cinematography and for a stark, tormented mood that 
is accentuated by the poetic quality of its dialogue and the subdued, 
repressed tone in which Hitchcock directed his cast to speak. I have 
always associated this film’s bleakness with the dark moment in the 
history of Hollywood at which it was made: its story about the courage 
and despair of a man scorned for his refusal to testify under inter‑
rogation is a thinly veiled allegory of McCarthyism and the blacklist.

Dial “M” for Murder (1954) is a highly accomplished Hitchcock 
film that looks much more like a major one when it is viewed in the 
3‑D format in which it was made. But it is with Rear Window, made 
the same year, that Hitchcock’s mature period really begins. Rear 

Window is generally recognized as one of Hitchcock’s greatest films: 
funny, touching, almost inhumanly brilliant, profound, completely 
worked out formally, dramatically, and philosophically, worthy of the 
most attentive scrutiny. To Catch a Thief (1955) is its considerable 
inferior, while The Trouble with Harry (1956), a personal favorite of 
Hitchcock’s, is an endlessly fascinating, if highly idiosyncratic work (it 
is also his first film with music by Bernard Herrmann). The remake 
of The Man Who Knew Too Much (1956) is a rich and rewarding film, 
which demands to be placed alongside the 1934 version; few experi‑
ences in film study are more eye‑opening than thinking through the 
relationship between these two films, shot by shot.

The Wrong Man (1957), Vertigo (1958), and North by Northwest 
(1959) are, like Rear Window, among Hitchcock’s most accomplished 
films. They are profound studies of the conditions of human identity, 
knowledge, and love, and sustained reflections, at the highest level 
of seriousness, on the conditions of the art of film.

Psycho (1960) is the masterpiece that culminated the period in 
which Hitchcock and his public were in closest touch, and announced, 
I shall argue, its necessary ending. Its astounding commercial success 
capped the decade in which “Hitchcock” was a household name.

Psycho’s title credits are dominated by graphics that play tensely 
on the Hitchcockian //// motif. They give way to an aerial view of a 
large city. The camera begins to move right and the words “phoenix, 
arizona” appear.

The camera continues its movement, hesitates, then resumes mov‑
ing. There is a dissolve to a less lofty perspective, the movement 
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continuing, as “friday December the 
eleventh” appears; to a yet less elevated 
shot, the camera zooming in and pan‑
ning right; to the wall of a building, over 
the words “two forty‑three p.m.,” the 
camera moving in toward a bank of win‑
dows. There is a barely perceptible cut to 
one window, its blinds almost completely 
closed. The camera moves in toward this 
window until the darkness under the 
blinds fills the frame. Then, from within 
the dingy hotel room, it moves in to frame 
a double bed and a half‑dressed couple.

This opening transforms that of Shadow 

of a Doubt in ways that begin to suggest 
Psycho’s singular import. For example, 
the documentary aspect of the open‑
ing of Shadow of a Doubt is taken up 
and extended. Indeed, Psycho’s opening 
approaches The Wrong Man’s assertion of 
the reality of its world. In The Wrong Man, 

Hitchcock personally appears, framed in 
one of his patented tunnel images, to tell 
us that the events we are about to witness 
really happened. As Psycho opens, we see 
the real city of Phoenix spread out below 
the camera and, for all we know, it really 
was Friday, December 11, 2:43 p.m., when 
these shots were taken. The precise speci‑
fication of date and time reinforces the 
suggestion that what we are about to view 
is no ordinary fiction. Psycho’s prevailing 
fiction is that its world is real.

And in the opening of Psycho, as in 
that of Shadow of a Doubt, the camera 
also declares itself, dramatizing its choice 
of subject. But Psycho’s rhetorical claim 
for the reality of its world is also a claim 
for the reality of the camera’s gesture of 
singling out this room and entering into 
it. In order to enter the room, the cam‑
era must descend from the great height at 
which it soars freely like a bird—Psycho’s 
myth is that the phoenix is the kind of 
bird the camera is—and plunge through 
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this narrow opening, where it is immersed 
in blackness. The camera’s descent and 
penetration suggest that it possesses a 
corporeal presence in the world of Psy-

cho, a body; thus, that it represents a 
being that could be viewed—a creature 
whose powers, however extraordinary, are 
only natural. A precedent is the camera’s 
plunge through the narrow opening of the 
cell door window in The Wrong Man. In 

Shadow of a Doubt, by contrast, the cam‑
era appears incorporeal, a spirit possessed 
of magical powers that enable it to breach 
the barrier of Joseph Cotten’s window with 
an effortless dissolve.

The lodger enters Daisy’s world pos‑
sessed of the camera’s powers and ani‑
mated by its spirit. The camera magically 

possesses him, cloaks itself in his human form. In Psycho, however, 
the camera itself is called upon to suffer incarnation. Passing through 
this narrow opening, the camera is engulfed in blackness, suffers a 
symbolic death, before it emerges “on the other side,” born into Psy-

cho’s world. But this is at the same time the birth of that world to 
us. By imaging the creation of its world as a birth, Psycho’s open‑
ing revises and outdoes that of North by Northwest, the Hitchcock 
film immediately preceding it, which begins by imaging a magical 
conjuring of its world out of nothingness. Mythically giving birth to 
the world of Psycho, the camera is its mother, its gaze a mother’s 
gaze. But the passage of the camera through the window is also its 
penetration of a world that, as the titles announce, already exists. 
This penetration reveals the masculine aspect of the camera’s mythic 
identity; if the camera gives birth to Marion Crane’s private world, it 
is born into it as a son. Hence the phoenix as the camera’s totem: 
rising from its own ashes, alive and dead, mother to itself and its own 
son. Hence, too, the camera’s role as harbinger of the being known 
to this world as “Norman Bates,” who is at the same time living and 
dead, son and mother.

In Shadow of a Doubt, the camera’s opening gesture is posited 
as enigmatic. There is a mystery in this world, that film’s opening 
declares, incarnated in the figure of Charles, whose enigma and the 
camera’s are one. The corollary is that the author of Shadow of a 

Doubt, represented by the camera, possesses knowledge, withheld 
from us, that cuts through the mystery. At one level, the film is 
the deferred revelation of this secret knowledge, this secret design 
inscribed in Charles’s every knowing look and the camera’s every 
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knowing gesture. But the opening of Psycho is not in the same way 
enigmatic, does not declare that the author has a secret design. It 
may well be obscure to us what impels the camera to suspend its 
majestic soaring to descend to earth to undergo death and rebirth, 
penetrating and giving birth to Marion Crane’s world. But it is not 
that Hitchcock could mitigate this obscurity by disclosing to us some‑
thing he knows (about Marion, about himself, about us, about the 
camera).

That the camera descends to earth at all, that it singles out this 
woman, violating her privacy, is not posited as an enigma but as a 
spontaneous act that manifests the camera’s nature, specifically its 
appetite. (“Appetite” is a concept given great prominence in Psycho. 
The next shot in the film shows Marion’s uneaten lunch. Almost the 
first thing we learn about her is that she has lost her appetite.) At 
one level, Psycho is an allegory about the camera’s natural appetite. 
But it is not a secret knowledge about that appetite, possessed by him 
alone, that impels Hitchcock to make Psycho. What lies at the heart of 
Psycho, what the film unleashes, is something that Hitchcock’s work 
has already made known to us.

When the camera singles out Joseph Cotten in Shadow of a Doubt, 
it does not hesitate, as it does before committing itself to the course 
that leads it to Marion. Are we to read this hesitation as indiffer‑
ence, as if it were on a mere vagary of its appetite that the camera 
singles out a human subject at all, and this human subject rather 
than another? The camera enters this window and follows Marion 
to her tragic fate; would a different whim have led it to a different 
window, a different subject, a different fate? Or is Marion, to the cam‑
era, a perfectly representative human subject? Hitchcock speaks of 
Marion as “an ordinary bourgeoise,” yet the fate she suffers is hardly 
representative. It distinguishes her from others in her world, who all 
come to recognize that she is in some terrible way marked. Then 
does the author single Marion out knowing her fate? But, surely, no 
more than Norman Bates can Hitchcock be said to know or to fail 
to know Marion’s fate. For the camera also seals Marion’s fate when 
it singles her out. Its entrance into Marion’s life is fateful: the mark 
she bears is also the camera’s mark. If she is representative, it is only 
because every human subject in her world could have been fated by 
the camera.

As the film opens, the camera appears spontaneous, unselfcon‑
scious, free. Then it hesitates. This hesitation might be read as indif‑
ference, but its deep resonance within Hitchcock’s work as a whole 
attunes us to its ambiguity. It recalls, for example, Joe’s hesitation 
before he looks back down into the mud, Handel Fane’s before he 
confronts his third vision, the crofter’s before he claims his view of 
his wife’s unfaithfulness, and Charles’s before he turns on the stairs 
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to frame Charlie with his gaze. Within Psycho, it is to be echoed by 
Norman’s hesitation before he hands Marion the key to cabin 1, con‑
demning her, and by Marion herself, when she turns to the old house 
from which voices are emanating. The camera’s hesitation suggests 
a momentary doubt, a revulsion at what its gesture really calls for. 
Yet its nature makes it inevitable that it will overcome its hesitation, 
that it will plunge into blackness to be born into, and to give birth 
to, Marion’s world.

I argued that the lodger can be seen as entering Daisy’s world in 
answer to her call. Then does Marion also solicit the camera’s coming 
(whether or not she is conscious of making such a call)? To be sure, 
Daisy knows her own romantic dream and recognizes the lodger 
the moment he reveals himself to her. By contrast, the camera slips 
secretly into Marion’s world, without awakening her to its coming, 
and never reveals itself unambiguously to her. But if we nonetheless 
take the camera to be responding to Marion’s call, what might we 
imagine Marion’s real wish to be? What appetite does she possess? 
Does her violent death, when it occurs, satisfy her desire or deny it?

Daisy is a being all men desire to view. The Lodger assumes our 
appetite—the appetite of the man in every viewer, we might say—for 
Daisy. But if the camera views Marion Crane as an object of desire, 
to what does it wish to subject this “object”? Psycho does not take 
for granted that we will fall in love with Marion. Janet Leigh is not 
Ingrid Bergman, say. Not that she is unattractive or unsympathetic. If 
Psycho did not acknowledge Marion’s humanity, her killing could not 
serve, as it must, as a paradigm of murder. Yet, with her flat affect 
and stiffness, she lacks a certain spark we once took for granted in 
a Hitchcock heroine. Would Cary Grant look twice at her?

It is crucial to Psycho, I take it, that we feel abandoned in its world, 
a world in which romance, indeed even the dream of romantic fulfill‑
ment, has all but died. And a basis of our alienation is the camera’s 
commitment of its attention to this “ordinary bourgeoise” who is, as 
Uncle Charles would put it, “nothing special.” Even if we possessed 
magical powers, we could find no fulfillment, no community, no real 
home, in Psycho’s world. It is often said that Marion’s death less than 
halfway through the film deprives Psycho of its anchor. We would 
feel cast adrift if Richard Hannay failed to come back to life after 
his “death” halfway through The 39 Steps. But when Marion’s life is 
unexpectedly cut short, we have long since felt anchorless in Psycho’s 
world.

The closeness of Psycho’s world to our own, and our alienation 
from that world as from our own, marks Psycho’s affinity with the 
Hitchcock‑directed teleplays of the Alfred Hitchcock Presents televi‑
sion series, such as “Breakdown” and “Bang! You’re Dead.” Charac‑
teristically, the camera commits itself only ironically to the nominal 
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protagonists of the teleplays. This allows free rein to the series’ hilari‑
ous but disquieting satire on America in the 1950s, particularly on 
American television and that aspect of the series itself that Hitchcock 
identifies as its “sponsors.” The show’s sponsorship is also a censor‑
ship: “they” allow Hitchcock’s teleplays to affirm, but only within lim‑
its to exemplify, “the art of pure cinema.” Hitchcock composes his 
teleplays seriously as movies‑in‑miniature. But if they were unframed 
by Hitchcock’s personal appearances, they would be devoid of a 
human center. We are the only human subjects whose capacity for 
vision the show takes seriously, and the only vision we are allowed 
that bears comparison with, say, Diana’s or Fane’s visions in Murder! 
is the vision of Hitchcock inscribed in the show’s ritual opening. In 
this familiar opening, the camera frames the author’s “signature,” the 
line drawing silhouette that both represents Hitchcock and manifests 
his hand. Hitchcock enters the frame, but only in shadow. Hitch‑
cock’s shadow steps toward Hitchcock’s silhouette until it fills its 
outline. Then a metamorphosis is effected, as if by the agency of 
the camera’s gaze. The shadow becomes transfigured, and Hitchcock 
stands before the camera in the flesh. When he is brought magically 
to life each week by the camera, he is not born into the teleplay’s 
world. He addresses his remarks about “them”—flippant yet literally 
meant—directly to the camera. He situates himself and us and also 
them—the dreaded sponsors—outside the world of the teleplay.

Psycho’s world is close kin to the world of the typical Hitchcock 
teleplay. Marion Crane might have stepped right out of such a world. 
But Hitchcock does not give Psycho a teleplay’s frame. The camera 
does not remain outside Psycho’s world but is born into it, as I have 
said. Part of Psycho’s myth is that there is no world outside its own, 
that we are fated to be born, live our alienated lives, and die in the 
very world in which Norman Bates also dwells. In Norman Bates, 
the world of Psycho possesses a denizen who could not be enclosed 
within the world of a Hitchcock teleplay. Hitchcock and we do not 
stand safely apart from Norman’s world. But a corollary of this is 
that Psycho’s world is not ruled by “them.” Psycho has no sponsors.

The question of whether the author knows Marion’s fate from the 
outset encompasses the question of the camera’s self‑knowledge: its 
knowledge of its own impulses, nature, appetite. Psycho’s opening 
suggests that the camera is neither like Uncle Charles, who knows 
his own role and fate, nor like Richard Hannay, who enters his call‑
ing blindly. And this question of what might be called the camera’s 
self‑possession in turn encompasses the question of the camera’s 
freedom and what circumscribes it, and the question of its inno‑
cence or guilt. Psycho’s opening announces its deep concern with 
these questions about the camera. Of course, part of the significance 
of this announcement emerges only retroactively, when we reflect on 
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the camera’s bond with Norman Bates. In its appropriation of Marion 
Crane’s subjectivity, the camera reveals its appetite; but in Norman 
Bates, the camera discovers a singular subject fit to stand in perfectly 
for itself. The camera’s relationship to Norman puts its relationship to 
Marion, and indeed all its subjects, in a new light. In Marion’s ultima‑
tum to Sam, in the theft of the money, in the journey to Fairvale cut 
short by the stop at the Bates Motel, in the dialogue with Norman in 
the parlor, in Marion’s violent death, and in the aftermath of Marion’s 
murder (in particular, Norman’s irreversible metamorphosis), Hitch‑
cock formulates perhaps his profoundest reflection on the nature of 
the camera and the condi tions of his own authorship.

If Psycho is an allegory about the camera’s natural appetite, then, 
it is also about the making and viewing of films. Marion Crane’s 
dead eye and Norman/mother’s final grin prophesy the end of the 
era of film whose achievement Psycho also sums up, and the death 
of the Hitchcock thriller. In Psycho, Hitchcock’s camera singles out a 
human subject as if for the last time, then presides over her murder. 
Marion Crane’s death in the shower, mythically, is also our death—
the death of the movie viewer—and Hitchcock’s death. Yet Psycho is 
made out of a continuing commitment to the art of pure cinema to 
which Hitchcock had dedicated his life. Perhaps this art may yet be 
reborn out of its own ashes.

Over a man’s voice saying, “Never did eat your lunch, did you?” 
Hitchcock cuts to Marion’s uneaten meal, then to Sam (John Gavin).

Marion and Sam, unmarried, have just made love, meeting in 
secret in this cheap hotel room. He has come to Phoenix pretend‑
ing to be on a business trip, and this is her lunch hour. But Marion 
announces, “This is the last time for meeting like this.” She will no 
longer allow Sam to make love to her in secret. From now on, they 
can see each other, but respectably (“In my house, with mother’s pic‑
ture on the mantel”). But when Marion exclaims, “Oh Sam, let’s get 
married!” he reminds her that he is still paying off his dead father’s 
debts and paying alimony to his ex‑wife. When Marion insists that she 
would be willing to share a life of hardship with him, he responds, 
“Marion, do you want to cut this off? Find yourself somebody avail‑
able?” Looking him in the eye, she answers that she is thinking of it.

This is a sad moment for Marion. She will probably have to write 
off her relationship with Sam. (The poignancy is expressed not by 
her face—she remains wide‑eyed and expressionless—but by Bernard 
Herrmann’s music.) On the other hand, nothing rules out the pos‑
sibility that he will yet come around. The scene leaves him with a 
decision to make. (Psycho’s great irony has Sam finally penning a 
letter to Marion in which he admits she was right, as her dead body, 
crammed in the trunk of her car, lies at the bottom of the swamp.) 
Yet even should he decide to propose, he knows that, by letting this 
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moment slip by, he leaves himself with no claim on her. Marion has 
a decision to make as well.

Sam’s desire for Marion is clear, but she remains inscrutable (her 
opacity is declared most emphatically when the camera frames her 
in a profile shot, then moves in to underscore this framing). The pas‑
sion that animates Hitchcock’s girls on the threshold of womanhood 
appears to be all but extinguished in Marion. Would Daisy long for 
the likes of Sam? We are not attracted to this wooden figure. Marion 
appears more than willing to settle for a kind of marriage—if she can 
even attain it—that earlier Hitchcock heroines rejected. To be sure, 
we cannot simply rule out the possibility that Marion really desires, 
even loves, this man and that they could win through to a union 
that represented the fulfillment of romance. But Sam would have to 
conquer his ghosts and worries about money and declare himself 
like a man. And Marion would have to discover and declare love for 
Sam, overcoming her fixation on marriage as such.

What urgency possesses her at this moment, then, provoking her 
to plunge her relationship with Sam into a state of crisis? Time is 
running out. She has long since given her virginity away, and not 
for much longer will her sexuality be a marketable asset. Life is slip‑
ping through her fingers, and she has nothing to show for it. Daisy 
is unwilling to settle for what everyone has but wants what no one 
else possesses; Marion, however, is convinced that she alone pos‑
sesses nothing and longs to be like everyone else. Marriage devoid 
of passion is at least something.

Marion feels that death is at hand, that she amounts to nothing, 
that her mother’s gaze (the picture on the mantel) is passing judg‑
ment on her. In the aftermath of the sexual act just completed, she 
feels empty. The recollection of that act and the prospect of its rep‑
etition fill her with a revulsion that erupts when she suddenly rises, 
moves away from Sam, and decisively rejects his suggestion that she 
call her office so they can spend the rest of the afternoon making 
love. Her rising signals the camera’s first appropriation of Marion’s 
literal view of Sam. And her sudden motion is in turn registered by 
the camera, which tilts, pulls out, and twists in a vertiginous move‑
ment, closely related to the rapturous, circling camera movements 
with which Hitchcock characteristically renders ecstatic passion.

At this decisive moment, Marion’s whole life turns on a wish. But 
we cannot say what that wish is. We cannot say whether she wishes 
for full awakening and fulfillment or for release from desire in a pas‑
sionless marriage or in death itself. This camera movement serves as 
an expressive representation of Marion’s revulsion for the world and 
for herself. But it is also as if it were the camera’s dizzying movement 
that subjects her to nausea, as it subjects us to vertigo. (The camera’s 
capacity to inflict vertigo on its subjects is perhaps most decisively 
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declared in The Wrong Man. Having thrust itself through the narrow 
opening in Manny’s cell door, the camera frames his anguished face, 
then begins spiraling, so that our view of Manny spirals as well. What 
gives Manny vertigo is the realization that he has been singled out 
by the agency that presides over the world, that his world has been 
created in the image of his innermost fears. Our vertigo is in the 
face of the camera’s demonstration that we cannot take for granted 
that there are safe, known boundaries between what is inside and 
outside us, between our selves and the world, between the world of 
The Wrong Man and reality.)

Psycho’s central strategy is to conjoin the onset of Marion’s crisis 
with the camera’s entrance into her world, and in turn to conjoin 
that with the coming of Norman Bates. Marion’s crisis and Hitch‑
cock’s innermost concerns bear intimately on each other, in ways 
I have begun to describe. And Norman Bates—he is Marion’s, but 
also the camera’s, projection, yet within the world of the film he is 
real as well—perfectly mirrors the camera itself. Marion’s revulsion, 
the resolution it provokes, and Norman’s nature and fate also bear 
on each other point by point. The camera anticipates the coming of 
Norman Bates when it enters Marion’s world in conjunction with her 
intimation of her own nothingness and mortality; her feeling that her 
mother’s gaze presses upon her; her thoughts of finding “somebody 
available” who might take Sam’s place. For Norman Bates is the being 
destined to be Marion’s murderer, the incarnation of nothingness (we 
don’t even know whether “Norman Bates” is really alive or dead), the 
bearer of “mother’s” gaze, the “somebody available” who is prime 
candidate for the role of Marion’s dream lover.

There is a dissolve to a real estate office. Hitchcock, wearing 
a ten‑gallon hat, stands on the street by the door, framed by the 
window. Marion passes him to enter the office, and he casts her a 
sidelong glance. Marion has a brief conversation with Caroline (Pat 
Hitchcock), another secretary in the office, before the arrival of Mr. 
Lowery, their boss, who is late from his lunch with Mr. Cassidy, “the 
man who’s buying the Harris Street property.” Perceiving that some‑
thing is bothering Marion, Caroline asks whether she has a headache 
and offers some pills. “Mother’s doctor gave them to me the day of 
my wedding. Teddy was furious when he found out I’d taken tranquil‑
izers.” (Presumably it was not the prospect of the ceremony that filled 
Caroline with apprehension. That her mother’s doctor prescribed the 
tranquilizers suggests that it was a tradition of the women in her 
family to face sex only in a tranquilized state. What is astounding is 
the nutty, offhand ease with which she makes public her fear of sex. 
And by casting his own daughter Pat in this role, Hitchcock makes 
a joking suggestion that the sexless marriage alluded to is his own.)
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The men’s arrival is signaled by Mr. Cassidy’s “Wow! Hot as fresh 
milk!” (This line links Psycho to Rear Window, which opens on a ther‑
mometer risen into the nineties (in Torn Curtain’s opening, a ther‑
mometer plunges below freezing). A natural danger point has been 
passed. As in The Birds, nature helps to trigger the narrative.) The 
continuation (“You girls ought to get your boss to air condition you 
up”) establishes that Cassidy is talking about the weather. But Cas‑
sidy also is, or could be, talking about Marion, who attracts him. As 
Mr. Lowery impatiently tries to get him to concentrate on business, 
Cassidy speaks directly to her: “Ah, tomorrow’s the day, my sweet 
little girl. Oh, oh, not you. My daughter. My baby. And tomorrow she 
stands her sweet self up there and gets married away from me. I want 
you to take a look at my baby. Eighteen years old, and she never had 
an unhappy day in any one of those years. You know what I do with 
unhappiness? I buy it off. Are you unhappy?” To Marion’s guarded 
“No, not inordinately,” Cassidy replies, “I’m buying this house for 
my baby’s wedding present. Forty thousand dollars cash. Now that’s 
not buying happiness, that’s buying off unhappiness.” (This moment 
recalls the scene made by Charles at Joe’s bank. The figure of $40,000 
seems a deliberate allusion to Shadow of a Doubt.) He pulls out a big 
wad of bills, causing a sensation. “I never carry more than I can afford 
to lose,” Cassidy adds. We cut from a strongly disapproving Lowery 
to an astonished Caroline, who exclaims, “I declare!” “I don’t,” Cas‑
sidy says, proffering another confidence. “That’s how I get to keep 
it.” When Lowery remarks on the irregularity of such a large cash 
transaction, Cassidy expresses his disdain for such conventions: “It’s 
my private money; now it’s yours.” Then he reminds Lowery about 
the bottle in his inner office, and the two men go inside, Lowery 
first whispering to Marion that she should put the money in the safe 
deposit box over the weekend.

Marion takes the money from Caroline and knocks on the inner 
office door. She tells Lowery that she has a slight headache and would 
like to go right home after the bank. Cassidy tells her she should 
take the rest of the afternoon off. Lowery does not object, and she 
closes the door and prepares to leave. Caroline remarks to Marion, 
expressing astonishment, that Cassidy was flirting (“I guess he must 
have noticed my wedding ring,” she adds). This makes explicit what 
has been clear to us. Brandishing his wad of bills, Cassidy is showing 
off to Marion. Money spells manhood to Cassidy. His remarks indeed 
announce that he has the wherewithal to buy Marion’s favors. But on 
the eve of his “baby’s” wedding, he offers these confidences instead 
of propositioning her. Surely, he knows that Marion is not in a posi‑
tion to buy off her unhappiness and must bitterly compare her own 
fate to his daughter’s. Intentionally or not, his remarks also suggest a 
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remedy for her condi tion. They are a direct challenge to Marion; Cas‑
sidy could just as well have said, “Take this money, if you dare!” (If 
she took the $40,000, she would be following Cassidy’s own maxim. 
Besides, he bragged that this is money he can afford to lose and that 
it is not rightfully his anyway.)

When Marion tells Caroline, “You can’t buy off unhappiness with 
pills,” she acknowledges that she is suffering from no mere headache. 
It is clear that she applies Cassidy’s remarks to her own case. But 
does she accept or reject his creed that unhappiness can be bought 
off with money? This question is directly pertinent to our under‑
standing of her act of taking the $40,000. Two distinct pictures of 
this act suggest themselves. Perhaps Marion accepts Cassidy’s thesis 
and takes the money to give to Sam in the hope of buying off her 
unhappiness. But perhaps Marion takes the money to avenge herself 
on the likes of Cassidy. Then are Cassidy and Sam as one to Marion? 
Does she also wish to avenge herself on Sam?

We have no way of knowing, even in retrospect, when Marion 
first thinks of taking the money and when she decides to give in 

to this temptation. When she announces 
her intention to go to the bank and then 
home to sleep, has she already formulated 
the very different scenario she actually fol‑
lows? As she enters Lowery’s office to tell 
him she is leaving, her entrance into the 
frame is preceded by that of her shadow, 
and her figure is momentarily doubled. Is 
this only an accident of filming?

The scene dissolves to Marion’s room, 
her bed in the foreground. Half‑dressed, 
she enters the frame, once again preced‑
ed by her shadow, and goes to her closet. 
Everything suggests that she is following 
through with her announced plan. But 
then the camera tilts down and moves in 
on the envelope filled with money, lying 
on the bed, as pensive music starts up. 
The camera now pans diagonally up and 
to the left to a packed suitcase lying open 
on the bed. She is going to leave town 
with the money.

We cut back to Marion. On her glance, 
we cut again to the envelope, initiating a 
passage in which shots from her point of 
view are alternated with extended objec‑
tive views of her preparations to leave.

5.8

5.10

5.9
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This passage is acute psychologically. 
We recognize in her behavior—she acts 
as if this were an ordinary occasion—a 
charade of indifference designed to avoid 
reminding herself that she has made a 
decision. For example, by leaving the 
money in plain view on the bed, she all 
but convinces herself that she is not avoid‑
ing it. It is as if in a trance that this wom‑
an goes through the motions of packing, 
almost lulling a region of herself to sleep, 
acting so as not to awaken it.

Throughout this passage, the camera 
stands outside Marion and scrutinizes her 
like an entomologist studying an insect. 
Even when the camera appropriates her 
perspective, it stands neutrally apart, tak‑
ing note of the gravitational pull exerted 
on her gaze by the money‑filled envelope. Yet we are also attuned 
to her behavior as if from within. We, too, know this frame of mind 
pitched between decision and indecision, this mode of avoidance, 
this dissociation, this charade performed for the self as audience. 
Hitchcock has gotten the subtleties of this presentation exactly right. 
In standing outside Marion, even in appropriating her gaze, the 
camera manifests its separateness from her but at the same time 
reveals close familiarity with her mind. The camera’s separateness 
from her corresponds to her alienation from herself, her dissocia‑
tion. She stands apart from her own gaze, her own hands, even her 
own reflection in the mirror. The camera is alert to the subterfuges 
through which her entrancement is woven, as if, in its wakefulness, 
it were one with what slumbers within her. Or is the camera some‑
thing truly alien that takes possession of Marion in her trance? Who 
or what really authors the scenario that has already begun to be 
enacted?

We next see Marion behind the wheel 
of a car. Then we hear Sam’s voice: “Mar‑
ion, what in the world. . . . What are 
you doing up here? What is it, Marion?” 
Marion is imagining her arrival at Sam’s, 
and we have access to her stream of con‑
sciousness. Sitting silently, staring forward, 
expressionless, she is imaged as though 
she were viewing a film. The scene she is imagining is a “private 
film” projected onto the inner screen of her imagination (whether 
from within or by an outside agency).

5.11

5.13

5.12
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A study for this passage is “Breakdown,” a teleplay broadcast in 
late 1955, which consists largely of a series of views of a completely 
immobile Joseph Cotten—he has been paralyzed in an automo‑
bile accident and finds himself taken for dead—accompanied by a 
voice‑over narration that represents his thoughts. Cotten’s interior 
monologue dramatizes the process by which the gravity of the situ‑
ation impresses itself on him and climaxes in a cry of despair when 
he thinks that all his efforts to prove he is still alive are doomed 
to fail. But unlike Cotten (or Sir John in Murder!’s shaving mirror 
sequence, for that matter), Marion does not think in her own voice 
but imagines a scene in which she remains silent. In this respect, 
the passage in Psycho resembles Murder!’s appropriation of Diana’s 
fantasy as she sits in her cell and imagines herself on stage. Marion 
imagines stepping forward to be viewed like the Avenger at the open‑
ing of The Lodger. Sam’s view of Marion, invoked but withheld, like 
the victim’s view of the Avenger, is at the heart of this scene.

Completely unexpectedly, Mr. Lowery appears in the crosswalk, 
framed by the windshield, and smiles in recognition. This appari‑

tion arises uncannily from the texture of 
Marion’s imaginings, even as it presents 
itself to her as real, an “accident” out of 
her control. On Lowery’s smile, the cam‑
era returns to Marion, who smiles back 
mechanically, then once more to her point 
of view. Lowery turns back to the camera, 
his smile replaced by a troubled look.

When we cut again to Marion, the cam‑
era frames her tightly. The smile has fro‑
zen on her face, too. The red light changes 
to green, and she begins to drive away, as 
Herrmann’s music takes on a tense urgen‑
cy. There is a dissolve to a landscape at 
dusk, the car hurtling into the gathering 
darkness; then to Marion’s anxious face, 
harshly illuminated by glare from the 
oncoming headlights.

In the novel by Robert Bloch from 
which Psycho’s screenplay was adapt‑
ed, Marion—she is Mary in the book—
rehearses the story she intends to tell her 
lover when she arrives with the money. 
She has a realistic plan, one that per‑
fectly well could succeed. But Hitchcock’s 
Marion has no worked‑out plan of action. 
So is it not folly for her to go on now that 
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she has been spotted by Lowery? It is painful for Marion to look into 
the approaching headlights, but she cannot turn her eyes away from 
them. If her private film has started up again, we have no access to 
it, or it unreels in silence; yet the blinding light suggests that it has 
become a nightmare. Is Marion’s nightmare that her fate is in her 
hands, that she is madly condemning herself, destroying any chance 
for happiness? Or that her fate is in the hands of a monstrous agency 
indifferent to human suffering? When Hitchcock reverses to Marion’s 
view, glare is blinding to us, as it is to her.

If this blinding light stands in for what 
is conjured within her imagination, we are 
also subjected to it in her place. This light 
joins Marion’s private film with the film 
that holds us spellbound: Psycho, too, has 
taken a nightmarish turn. Hence, we are 
relieved when there is a cut to Marion. She 
looks down and the image fades to black, 
the anxious music subsiding.

A road in broad daylight fades in. Mari‑
on’s car is parked on the shoulder. A state 
police car pulls up. The policeman gets out 
and knocks on the window of the parked 
car. Marion, stretched out across the front 
seat, awakens with a start and impulsively 
starts the engine. He tells her to turn it 
off, and Hitchcock gives us Marion’s view 
of the trooper staring from behind opaque sunglasses, a memorable 
realization of everyone’s paranoid fantasy of being scrutinized by the 
cold eyes of the Law.

Marion explains that she almost had an accident on the road and 
had pulled over, not intending to sleep all night. “Is there anything 
wrong?” “Am I acting as if there’s something wrong? There’s nothing 
wrong, except that I’m in a hurry and you’re taking up my time.” She 
starts the motor again, but he demands that she shut if off and asks 
to see her license. He studies it interminably before finally allow‑
ing her to drive off. From her point of view, we see his car behind 
hers, framed in her rearview mirror. Her relief is also ours when the 
police car turns off at the “right lane for gorman” sign. There is 
a moment in The Wrong Man at which Manny’s lawyer stands in 
front of a window, his figure blocking part of our view of the grocery 
store across the street, making the sign on its awning read “center 
gore.” Are we to read “gorman” as “gore man”? For that matter, 
are we to make the obvious association when the camera holds on 
the trooper’s view of Marion’s license plate number, which begins 
with “anl”?
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Marion drives on to California Charlie’s 
used car lot. She wants to trade in her car, 
with its Arizona license plate. It does not 
ease her mind when she sees the state 
trooper pull over across the road, get out 
and lean against his car, watching her. 
But California Charlie’s affability is hardly 
dented by Marion’s nervous impatience. 
However, it does violate his sense of pro‑
priety when she picks out a car and insists 
she does not want to take a spin around 
the block or to take the usual day and a 
half to think it over. Saying, “Why, this is 
the first time the customer ever high‑pres‑
sured the salesman,” he makes her an 
offer—her own car plus $700—which she 
accepts, making him uneasy and suspi‑
cious. When she comes back from the rest‑

room with seven hundred dollar bills along with the necessary papers, 
he makes one last effort to get her to act like a normal customer. As the 
transaction is completed, the trooper gets in his car and drives across 
the street to the lot. The policeman, California Charlie, and another 
salesman all watch incredulously as Marion drives off in her new car.

We again see Marion at the wheel. Offscreen voices are heard. First 
the salesman’s voice: “Heck, officer, this is the first time I’ve ever seen 
the customer high‑pressure the salesman.” Then the policeman’s: “I 
better have a look at those papers, Charlie. She look like a wrong 
one to you?” (a Wrong One, indeed). Then these voices segue into a 
series of fragmentary scenes, set on Monday morning and conjured 
within Marion’s imagination. But from these scenes, unlike that of 
her arrival at Sam’s, she is absent; they do not center on a view of 
Marion, invoked but withheld.

There is a dissolve to Marion’s view through the windshield—the 
dissolve indicates a passage of time—then Hitchcock cuts back and 
forth repeatedly between Marion and her view. We hear the voices 
of Caroline and Mr. Lowery, concerned that Marion has not shown 
up for work; Lowery on the phone with Marion’s sister; a telephone 
conversation between Lowery and Cassidy; then an exchange with 
Cassidy in Lowery’s office. In the shots through the windshield from 
Marion’s point of view, afternoon gives way to evening and evening 
to night. Cars turn on their headlights, so that she must again drive 
into blinding glare. As the world before her darkens, there is a dark‑
ening of the mood of the scenes invoked by the voices, culminating 
in Cassidy’s rage and threat of vengeance. And as outer and inner 
worlds darken, Marion’s face reveals a deepening anguish, conjoined 
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with a strange exhilaration. At the moment 
Cassidy’s voice is conjured, her face is 
frozen in a grin that anticipates the film’s 
penultimate image. And as Marion’s suf‑
fering intensifies, the camera subjects her 
to progressively tighter framings.

Cassidy’s words, scripted by Marion’s 
imagination, are charged with double 
entendre. They sustain the suggestion that 
the loss of his wad of bills feels to him like the theft of his manhood 
(“She sat there while I dumped it out!”). Marion’s grin reveals the 
pleasure she takes in contemplating the aftermath of her act of tak‑
ing the $40,000, which exposes that act’s violent aspect. (Again, we 
must recognize the possibility that her real target is Sam.) Marion’s 
grin also reveals that she imagines Cassidy’s rage, and in particular 
his threat (“I won’t kiss off forty thousand dollars. I’ll get it back, 
and if any of it’s missing I’ll replace it with her fine soft flesh”), as 
impotent. If Cassidy tried to make good on his threat, he would fail. 
Then he would really feel her power. That is, underlying the scenes 
conjured in Marion’s imagination is a fantasy of vengeance against 
the likes of Cassidy, men who regard her as a piece of flesh to be 
bought and consumed. But Marion’s fantasy also has a masochistic 
aspect. Cassidy lacks the power to make good on his threat to make 
Marion pay with her “fine soft flesh.” But nonetheless the fantasy of 
being subject to murderous violence (a fantasy destined to be ful‑
filled) also underlies the scenes Marion imagines.

When the erotic tension of these imagined scenes finally erupts in 
Cassidy’s impotent rage, Marion’s inner voices become silent, as her 
private film approaches its climax. It starts to rain, and the windshield 
wiper begins rhythmically cutting a swath 
across her field of vision.

This slashing blade implies that the cli‑
max of her private film is a silent scene of 
erotic violence. We do not know whether, 
in this scene conjured in Marion’s imagi‑
nation, she is agent or victim of this mur‑
derous violence. Of course, in retrospect 
we may recognize the rain, and the vision 
of blade slashing through water, as prophetic of her fate. Linked to 
the privileged status of this vision is the fact that the blade slashing 
the frame‑within‑a‑frame of the windshield forms a perfect ////.

The reverse shot is the tightest framing of Marion in the sequence. 
The screen flashes with blinding glare as she opens her eyes wide, 
closes them as if in pain, and again opens them wide as the music’s 
crescendo reaches its peak.
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But although the tension begins to sub‑
side after this moment of climax, signaled 
by a cut to a slightly longer shot of Mari‑
on, neither she nor we have been offered 
any real satisfaction or release. We are left 
in an uneasy calm. With no traffic behind 
her, for the first time she is framed against 
a plain black background.

Suddenly, something offscreen strikes 
her attention, and we cut to her view, 
again slashed through by the wiper blade. 
A neon sign (“bates motel vacancy”) 
emerges out of the rain and darkness, as if, 
like Marion’s inner voices, this apparition 
were conjured within her imagination. In 
this sign, Marion’s private film and Psycho 

converge.
The motel comes into view. Marion 

drives up, and we cut to an objective shot 
of the car stopped in front of the office.

The silence broken only by the rain, 
Marion runs into the office. Finding no 
one inside, she comes out and the camera 
cuts to her view of the old house adjacent 
to the motel, a light in one window; back 
to Marion; and then to a somewhat closer 
view of the house, the window occupying 
a more prominent position in the frame. 
(I take this window to be a descendant 
of the frame‑within‑a‑frame of Murder!’s 
prison visit sequence.) What appears to 
be the silhouette of a woman passes back 
and forth across the window.

Marion honks the car horn, and a 
man—this is Norman Bates, played by 
Anthony Perkins—runs down the stairs 
from the house into the foreground. In 
an objective shot, he opens an umbrella 
and leads Marion into the office, saying,  
“Gee, I’m sorry I didn’t hear you in all this 
rain.”

Psycho’s shower murder has passed 
into the consciousness of the world. An 
uninitiated viewer—one who does not 
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already know Norman’s story or Marion’s 
fate—can scarcely be found. It is difficult 
for us to remember or even to imagine 
how Norman Bates must have originally 
appeared to Psycho’s audience. One of 
the functions of the encounters with the 
trooper and the used‑car salesman is 
to invite the expectation that this motel 
keeper will be only a minor character, 
one more shrewdly drawn American type encountered by Marion, 
punctuating her journey only to pass out of the film, like the milk‑
man and the corset salesmen in The 39 Steps. But the groundwork 
has also carefully been laid for another expectation. Perhaps Nor‑
man Bates will instead play a role like that played by Pamela, the 
woman on the train in The 39 Steps, or the role played by Margaret. 
(Marion’s stop at the Bates Motel and Hannay’s stop at the crofter’s 
cottage are, in important ways, analogous.) Marion told Sam that 
she is on the lookout for “somebody available.” Perhaps Bates will 
be the man destined to provide her with an edifying perspective on 
Sam. California Charlie—his sales pitches are all matchmaker’s talk 
in any case—recognized her as a woman “in the mood for a change.” 
Perhaps Bates will turn out to become her love interest in the film. 
Perhaps she will decide that she prefers him to Sam (Stage Fright 
establishes a precedent for such a change of heart). Or perhaps Nor‑
man will reawaken her love for Sam (unintentionally, by becoming 
a cautionary example in her eyes, or intentionally, by undertaking 
to instruct her about her feelings).

What is clear is that the uninitiated viewer is unlikely to suspect 
the role Norman Bates will actually play. How could it be known 
that his mystery is to dominate the film? Yet when he makes his 
entrance, there are some signs of his mystery. Consider, for example, 
the passage that depicts the entrance of Norman and Marion into 
the motel office. Viewed attentively, it reveals a precise attention to 
significant detail that more than matches 
the first meeting of Charles and Charlie in 

Shadow of a Doubt.

The passage begins with a shot of the 
office interior. A mirror placed in the emp‑
ty frame links this setup with the master 
shot of Murder!’s prison visit sequence.

The mirror occupies the place of the 
window in the shot from Murder!, which 
invokes the film frame and hence the camera’s presence and agency. 
By making its frame‑within‑a‑frame a mirror rather than a window, 
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Psycho deepens this invocation. Who can view this shot without won‑
dering where the camera was placed so that its reflection is not vis‑
ible in the mirror? The mirror calls attention to the camera’s general 
exclusion from the frame. If a mirror may stand in for the frame—
viewing a film is like looking through a window, but it is also like 
looking into a mirror—then why has the camera—why have we, why 
has Hitchcock—no visible reflection in this mirror or the larger frame 
that contains it? But then again, are we sure we would recognize our 
own reflections within the frame of a film?

Psycho’s transformation of Murder!’s 
frame‑within‑a‑frame is characteristic of its 
self‑consciousness. And within this setup, 
both inside and outside the frame‑with‑
in‑a‑frame, a symbolically charged pre‑
sentation is about to be inscribed. First, 
Marion, carrying her handbag, appears 
reflected in the mirror.

Momentarily, she enters the frame in 
the flesh and turns to face the mirror, her 
turning precisely synchronized with the 
appearance of Norman’s reflection.

At this moment, Marion (in full face) 
and Norman (in profile) are contiguous, 
as if the mirror framed not two people 
but a single composite being (a creature 
with a male and a female face, a creature 
turned toward and away from the camera 
at the same time). Then his reflection sep‑
arates off from hers, at the very moment 
that Norman in the flesh enters the frame, 
eclipsing our view of Marion in the flesh. 
He passes so close to the camera that 
he momentarily eclipses the mirror, with 
Marion’s reflection within it.

Finally, he assumes a place across the 
desk from Marion, who has turned from 
the camera to face him.

As Norman breaks the silence, saying 
simply, “Dirty night,” he occupies the right 
side of the frame, while Marion—doubled 
by her reflection, framed like a picture in 
the frame‑within‑a‑frame of the mirror—
occupies the left.

When Diana makes her entrance into 
Sir John’s view, she appears as if she were 
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a projection of his imagination; they seat 
themselves in synchronization, like mirror 
images. In this passage from Psycho, Sir 
John’s role is, in effect, played by Marion 
and Diana’s by Norman. Within the frame 
of the mirror, Norman and Marion appear 
as aspects of a single self, even when his 
reflection separates off from hers. Marion 
faces the mirror when Norman’s reflection 
splits off from her own. Our vision of Norman emerging as if from 
within Marion’s self is available to her, but she takes no note of it. The 
presentation framed within the mirror appears to sustain the sugges‑
tion that their encounter is conjured within Marion’s imagination, a 
continuation of her private film. Yet Norman’s eclipsing of the figure 
of Marion, like Charles’s eclipsing of Charlie before his gift of the ring, 
strikes an ominous note. It suggests that Norman possesses a myste‑
rious power over Marion. And it is not simply because she is oblivi‑
ous that she does not possess this ominous vision as we do. How 
could she have access to our vision of Norman stepping between the 
camera and herself? Rather than being framed in the mirror, hence 
available to her—if she awakened to it—the obliteration of the figure 
of Marion, which is also the obliteration of the mirror itself, is framed 
only for us. In retrospect, we may recognize this moment’s aspect 
of prophecy, its anticipation of Marion’s death at Norman’s hands.

This symbolic presentation is a piece of theater for which we are 
the only possible audience. Yet even we are likely to be too oblivi‑
ous, too entranced, to acknowledge the performance that has just 
been executed before our eyes. Certainly, the sequence testifies to the 
camera’s virtuosity. It also raises a specific question about Norman. 
Does he act in complicity with the camera when he steps between 
the camera and Marion? This question is closely linked to a num‑
ber of others that bear on our assessment of Norman’s knowingness. 
Does he know that he keeps his mother alive within himself? Does he 
know that his hands—whether animated by his mother’s will or his 
own—have committed murder? Does he know that he is face to face 
with a woman fated to die by his hands? When he speaks the words 
“Dirty night,” is the irony only Hitchcock’s, 
or does Norman already know what dirti‑
ness lies ahead this night?

We pass into a brief shot/reverse‑shot 
alternation.

In the framing that initiates this 
sequence, the camera assumes a distance 
greater than we might expect. We do not 
simply view Norman over Marion’s shoul‑
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der. Instead, both figures are given equal 
weight in the frame; Norman, viewed fron‑
tally, is matched by Marion in silhouette, 
back to the camera. This framing under‑
scores our sense that Marion is a viewer 
and that she is entranced: she faces into 
the depths of this frame as if she were 
turned inward, as if Norman were a 
creature of her imagination or her mir‑

ror reflection. We have encountered similar framings in each of the 
films we have examined: the lodger riveted by the sound of Daisy’s 
laugh, Hannay face to face with Mr. Memory, and so on. This fram‑
ing invokes another Hitchcock paradigm as well: a man’s desire for 
a woman crystallized in his view of her hair. Marion is an object of 
desire. (A further resonance of this shot is revealed only at the cli‑
max of the film, when this framing is reprised, the mother’s corpse 
in Marion’s place.)

Norman explains that “They moved away the highway.” Only those 
who turn off the main road ever stop there anymore. But, “There’s 
no sense dwelling on our losses. We just keep on lighting the lights 
and following the formalities.” Norman’s words are ripe with irony, as 
are most of his lines throughout the film. They have a secret self‑ref‑
erential level: like Sir John’s words to the other jurors in Murder! 
Norman’s words can be heard also as Hitchcock’s, spoken directly 
to us. Heard this way, they register the observation that Hitchcock’s 
art has been passed by: we would not now be in this place unless 
we, too, had wandered off the main road, but nonethe less, Psycho 

finds Hitchcock still “lighting the lights and following the formali‑
ties,” despite the fact that “they” have moved away the highway. This 
present shot/reverse‑shot passage, and the extraordinary setup that is 
its keystone, exemplify this “formality,” at the same time occasioning 
the remark and serving as its veiled subject.

Hearing Norman’s words as Hitchcock’s reveals the close link 
between this passage and a number of passages in Shadow of a 

Doubt. But the flamboyant theatricality of the “Goodness, how men 
do things!” passage, for example, has given way to a gesture whose 
rhetoric is that of an expression of resignation by a performer whose 
audience has been lost. This expression resonates with Marion’s 
announcement to Sam that “This is the last time” for “meeting in 
secret to be secretive.” Is Psycho Hitchcock’s last time? Is this the last 
time Hitchcock and we will “meet” like this?

Heard as Hitchcock’s own, Norman’s words can seem merely face‑
tious. After all, the Bates Motel has hit on hard times, but Hitch‑
cock’s business had never been better. But perhaps this line is to be 
heard as prophesying the loss of the audience first fully assembled 

5.36



Psycho 279

by The 39 Steps. Then again, perhaps even 
in Psycho, commercial blockbuster though 
it was, Hitchcock had already lost his audi‑
ence. By winning through to our intimate 
encounter with Hitchcock, by fulfilling our 
calling as viewers, have we arrived, by a 
series of accidents, at a place as far off the 
beaten path, as privileged, and as treach‑
erously dangerous as Norman Bates’s 
parlor?

Marion enters “Marie Samuels” in Nor‑
man’s book, but is uncertain about what 
city to give as her address. At this moment, 
Marion is framed with the handbag con‑
taining the money, out of which juts a 
folded‑up newspaper, the words “okay” 
and “los angeles” conspicuous.

When Marion momentarily says “Los 
Angeles,” our impression is that she reads it off the page on which 
her gaze happens to rest. At the moment Marion speaks the name 
of the city, the camera frames Norman, hesitating before making up 
his mind which cabin to assign his guest.

Marion’s opting for Los Angeles catalyzes Norman’s decision to 
hand her the key to cabin 1, as if it were Marion’s own guilty lie at 
this moment that seals her fate. “It’s closer in case you want any‑
thing,” Norman explains. But what does he imagine she might want? 
Him? Then again, has he already formulated the intention of spying 
on this woman? Does he know that assign‑
ing her to cabin 1 not only condemns her 
to his unsolicited gaze, but to murder?

Eclipsing Marion as he passes her, Nor‑
man goes outside to get her bag. Their 
entrance into cabin 1 is pretext for anoth‑
er virtuoso eclipsing. This time, Norman 
walks behind Marion, who momentarily 
blocks him from our view.

Explaining that it is kind of “stuffy,” he 
opens a window. Then he says, “Well, the, 
uh, mattress is soft and there’s hangers in 
the closet and stationery with ‘Bates Motel’ 
printed on it, in case you want to make 
your friends back home feel envious.” Nor‑
man’s hesitation on the word mattress is 
the first sign of the slight stutter he inher‑
its from the John Dall character in Rope 
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and the Robert Walker character in Strangers on a Train, and in turn 
passes on to Frenzy’s Rusk. Norman stutters when he is nervous and 
has to say something he doesn’t want to say. His stutter is linked to 
his habit of starting a sentence, pausing, and then starting it again, 
leaving it unclear whether the words he speaks are those he initial‑
ly intended. He hesitates on the word mattress, I take it, because 
it embarrasses him to be alone in a bedroom with this attractive 
woman, and maybe because the word is so close to matricide. And 
his next hesitation speaks for itself: “And the, uh, over there,” he says, 

turning on the bathroom light. Marion has 
to fill in the word he cannot bring himself 
to say: “The bathroom.” “Yeah. Well, if you 
want anything. I’ll be in the office.”

Marion says, “Thank you, Mister Bates,” 
intending to close out the encounter, dis‑
missing Norman. The two stand facing 
each other as in the motel office, her 
reflection, contiguous to her handbag, 
once more framed in a mirror between 
them.

He invites her to be less for mal: “Nor-

man Bates.” This signals a brief shot/
reverse‑shot alternation.

Norman smiles. Marion returns this 
smile, but it freezes on her face. His smile 
freezes too. His move toward intimacy, by 
which he countered her dismissal, pre‑
cipitates this awkward break, which he in 
turn takes as a cue. He asks, “Would you 
have dinner with me? I was just about to 
myself. You know, nothing special, just 
sandwiches and milk.”

Does Norman act as a Good Samaritan, 
seeing to it that Marion does not go to bed 
hungry? He is lonely and hopes to estab‑
lish some human contact with his guest. 
Of course, she is not just any guest, but 
an attractive single woman. We assume 
that Norman is motivated by a conscious 
or unconscious fantasy of seduction. With 
a strained smile, Marion accepts: he has 
made it difficult for her to decline without 
offending him; she has no particular wish 
for his company, but he does not threaten 
her and she is hungry. Saying, “I’ll be back 
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as soon as it’s ready,” he goes to the door and closes it behind him. 
The camera reframes with his movement, so that we are afforded a 
view of his face that Marion does not share.

We are taken aback by his smug expression, which might be 
viewed as innocent pleasure in this glamorous woman’s acceptance 
of his humble invitation but can also be viewed as revealing that he 
has secret designs on her. His intentions may not be so innocent after 
all. In any case, this look reveals that, however wrapped in fantasy 
he may be, he is not entranced like her, but alert. And in present‑
ing to us this revelation that is withheld—Norman also withholds 
it—from Marion, the camera drives a wedge between her and us. Is 
Norman in complicity with the camera’s disclosure of his alertness? 
If so, he gives no sign of it. But what is the secret design inscribed 
in his smile?

We might read Norman’s expression as resentful. Indeed, several 
of his remarks may be heard as expressing and veiling a wish for ven‑
geance. For example, the line “You know, nothing special, just milk 
and sandwiches” can be heard as defensive. Shadow of a Doubt pre‑
pares us to scan these words in a way that brings out their resentful 
aspect. These words immediately follow “Would you have dinner with 
me? I was just about to myself,” with the word myself and the words 
You know, nothing special separated by a cut from Marion to Norman 
that invites us to read “nothing special” as referring to “myself.” Not 
just Norman’s milk and sandwiches, but Norman himself must seem 
nothing special to this big‑city woman. Yet Marion is too wrapped up 
in her own private thoughts, too sure of her superiority, too confident 
of her security in Norman’s presence, to notice his possibly ironic 
self‑deprecation (this woman to whom Norman is nothing special is 
nothing special to him, as she is nothing special to Hitchcock; she 
is unable even to recognize disdain).

On the sound of the door closing behind Norman, the camera 
cuts to Marion in a frontal framing that contrasts with the shots in 
this sequence that framed her in profile.

This cut marks the break effected by 
Norman’s exit, registering that she is 
again alone. (The break is marked on the 
soundtrack as well, as Herrmann’s music, 
for a spell quiescent, starts up.) But the 
frontal framing also positions the camera 
at the door through which Norman just 
exited. This is the view that would now be 
his, had he not left. Nonetheless, his gaze 
haunts the remainder of this passage, the way Charles’s gaze haunts 
Graham’s tour of the Newton home and his encounter with Charlie 
in the garage. This framing declares the camera’s presence and links 
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it to the gaze of the absent Norman. Even when Marion is alone, 
she has no privacy.

Marion puts her handbag and suitcase on the bed and looks for 
a place to put the money. She wraps the envelope in the newspaper 
and places it on top of a night table, in plain view (note the lamp 
in the center of the frame). Just before she puts it down, Hitchcock 
cuts to her hands.

At the precise moment Marion’s hands lay the paper down on 
the table, we hear a woman’s voice, loud but muffled by distance. 

“No!” Then he cuts back to the longer, 
objective setup. Marion is riveted. “I tell 
you no!” The simultaneity of the intrusion 
of this voice and Marion’s guilty gesture 
is uncanny, as though the voice emanated 
from Marion’s imagination. But whether 
or not this voice belongs to her private 
film, it presents itself to her as real, out 
of her control, coming to her from the old 
house out back. The camera reframes as 
she goes to the window, the voice con‑
tinuing: “Bring girls in for supper . . .” 
A cut to a profile shot of Marion listen‑
ing and staring out the window (“. . . by 
candlelight, I suppose . . .”), then to her 
view: the house, the light still burning in 
the window (“. . . in the cheap erotic fash‑
ion of cheap erotic minds”).

This last shot appears to confirm that 
the voice is real and emanates from the 
house. But it does not fully settle the 
question of its status. Like the master shot 
of Murder!’s prison visit sequence, which 
it echoes, this framing also declares the 
presence and agency of the camera, hence 
invokes the film frame itself and posits 

Psycho’s world as unreal, its being a mys‑
tery. The old house, light burning in the 
window, like the theater in Stage Fright, 
is an emblem for the unfathomable bond 
between the camera and its subject. With‑
in Psycho’s world, these voices are real, but 
this does not mean that they are not also 
Marion’s projections. And this view may 
itself be a projection of Marion’s subjectiv‑
ity, a vision. Later, we learn—or think we 
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learn—that this scene is actually conjured within Norman’s imagina‑
tion, scripted, directed, and acted by Norman, who plays both parts. 
Or is it that Norman is literally possessed by his mother’s spirit, so 
that he becomes the medium for her performance? Then, too, there 
is another possibility: that Norman intends this scene to be overheard 
by Marion and indeed stages it for her. After all, it is Norman’s open‑
ing of the window that allows these voices to be heard.

We next hear Norman’s voice (“Mother, please!”—that is, please 
don’t make a scene: someone may be listening). But the mother is 
relentless (“And then what? After supper, music? whispering?”). Her 
words uncannily echo Sam’s “And then after the steak, do we turn 
mother’s picture to the wall?” And Norman’s insistence that his invi‑
tation is perfectly innocent (“Mother, she’s just a stranger. She’s hun‑
gry and it’s raining out”) in turn recalls Marion’s own announcement 
that from now on all of their meetings are to be respectable. Perhaps 
it is because this argument resonates so disturbingly with her own 
life that Marion turns away from the window as Norman’s mother 
mocks her son (“ ‘Mother, she’s just a stranger.’ As if men don’t desire 
strangers. As if . . .”).

Only when the mother finds herself unwilling to go on (“No. I 
refuse to think of disgusting things”) does 
Hitchcock cut back, indicating that Mari‑
on has again been drawn into this private 
scene and wills it to go on. (Marion’s hesi‑
tation and its overcoming link this scene 
to the camera’s entrance into Marion’s life 
and to Norman’s decision to assign her 
cabin 1.)

This cut is synchronized with the moth‑
er’s invocation of the revolting image of Norman consumed by Mar‑
ion. The mother makes a specific threat: “Go on, go tell her that 
she’ll not be appeasing her ugly appetite with my food or my son. Or 
do I have to tell her because you don’t have the guts?” The reprise 
of Marion’s view of the old house suggests that, at this moment, 
the erotic violence that surfaced in Marion’s imagining of Cassidy’s 
impotent rage surfaces in this “real” scene between Norman and 
his mother. Indeed, the scene of Marion’s consumption of Norman 
invoked by the mother is a companion piece to the scene Cassidy 
invoked when he vowed to replace his missing money with Marion’s 
fine soft flesh. If Norman goes ahead and defies his mother, she will 
unleash her vengeful wrath. (It turns out that this is no idle threat.) 
And this scene, overheard by Marion and by us, threatens to turn 
violent. The mother goads her son mercilessly, pushing him to the 
edge of an uncontrollable, murderous rage. As if dreading a turn to 
violence, Marion once again looks away.

5.50



284 Psycho

By averting her gaze from the house, she 
does not break the spell of the voices. She 
remains enthralled, unable either to give 
in fully to her fascination with the scene 
or to relinquish her access to it. She does 
not act to forestall violence but forswears 
intervention in this scene whose privacy 
she continues to violate. Only when she 
hears the door slam does she look back. 
Norman is on his way to the motel. The 
moment of truth has been deferred, the 
issues unresolved.

Seeing Norman coming down the stairs 
bearing a tray—he has chosen to defy his 
mother after all—Marion goes out to meet 
him. In a shot that specifically reverses 
the framing of their first exchange in the 
office, Marion, back to the camera, is in 
the foreground, while Norman advances 
from the background.

Again Marion “possesses” the frame like 
the lodger enthralled by Daisy’s laugh, and 
Norman becomes her mirror image. He 
hesitates before stepping closer. The fol‑
lowing shot sustains the invocation of the 
earlier exchange in the office. Norman and 
Marion again face off, but their positions 

are interchanged, and it is now he who is doubled in the “mirror” 
occupying the center of the frame.

Marion speaks first: “I’ve caused you some trouble.” Norman 
begins, “No, I . . .” but starts over. “Mother . . .” Then he begins a 
third time, and finally completes one of the film’s most celebrated 
lines: “My mother is . . . What is the phrase? She isn’t quite her‑
self today.” Marion says, “You shouldn’t have bothered. I really don’t 
have that much of an appetite.” Now she denies she is hungry, but 
she had told Norman that if there is anything she wants more than 
sleep, it is food. When Norman replies, “Oh, I am sorry. I wish you 
could . . . ,” he pauses. Does his continuation (“Apologize for other 
people”) represent what he originally intended to say? Is his real wish 
that Marion might hunger for him?

Marion replies, “Don’t worry about it. As long as you’ve fixed the 
supper, we may as well eat it.” This is hardly an enthusiastic invitation. 
Her words say, in effect, “Let’s go on as if nothing happened.” But 
her formality suggests that the mother has come between them. As 
Marion leans against a post watching Norman, the camera reframes 
slightly, allowing us to glimpse the double bed through the doorway. 
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(This reframing also displaces Norman’s reflection from the center of 
the frame. The center is now occupied by a lamp. Again and again, 
lamps will be associated with the mother, becoming her surrogates 
in the frame and—like the ceiling lamp 
in The Lodger—emblems of her mystery.) 
Norman steps forward but then draws 
back, perhaps embarrassed by the pros‑
pect of again being alone in a bedroom 
with this woman. From Marion’s point of 
view, we see him lower his gaze bashfully.

The camera reverses to Marion, who 
stands arms crossed, head tilted, looking 
right at Norman, watching him as he withdraws and beckons her to 
follow. His eyes still lowered, he struggles to find words or courage. 
Then he looks up, smiling shyly. “It might be nicer and warmer in 
the office.”

Amused by his self‑consciousness, she follows him to the office. 
When Marion steps forward, she turns toward the camera, her face 
bathed in darkness. Norman says, “It stopped raining.” After a pause, 
he adds, “Eating in an office is just, just 
too officious.” Stuttering from the effort to 
appear casual and spontaneous, he adds, 
“I‑I‑I‑I’ve got the parlor back here.” We 
take it that he intended all along to invite 
Marion to the more intimate parlor.

As Norman enters the parlor, the frame 
is engulfed in darkness. He turns on a 
lamp, the illumination revealing that the 
room is dominated by stuffed birds on 
the walls. Marion—framed beside a dark 
curtain—blinks as if to convince herself 
that she is not dreaming. There is a cut to 
her view of a large stuffed owl. (This cut is 
accompanied by a strange clinking sound, 
one of Hitchcock’s aural symbols, which is 
to be reprised later in the sequence and 
then again later in the film.)

The camera cuts back to Marion, then 
to her view of a stuffed raven on a perch. 
Norman’s head bobs into his frame from 
below, momentarily turning the oval 
frame‑within‑a‑frame into an eye, a famil‑
iar Hitchcock trick. Then Norman’s head 
bobs below the frame line again, as we 
once more hear the clinking sound. A cut 
to Norman follows. He rises and invites his 
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guest to be seated. Marion’s “Thank you” 
opens a bracket that will be closed only at 
the end of their fateful dialogue.

The camera reframes with Marion; its 
movement, synchronized with Norman’s 
movement as well, brings him into the 
frame. Again she eclipses him as the two 
sit once more, he staring at her the whole 
time, their movements precisely synchro‑
nized. A candle is placed schematically in 
the center of the frame.

Norman says, “It’s all for you. I’m not 
hungry. Go ahead.” He means: All of this 
food is for you (although he had told Mar‑
ion that he was just about to eat when she 
arrived). But the words can also be heard 
as referring to this whole show. That is, 
Norman’s remark addressed to Marion 
can also be heard as Hitchcock’s remark 
addressed to us. Indeed, it is crucial to my 
understanding of this part of Psycho that 
the entire encounter between Marion and 
Norman stands in for the viewer’s encoun‑
ter with the film’s author. In this dialogue, 
Hitchcock is really talking about us—who 
we are, what we are doing when we view 
this film—and about himself. The stuffed 
birds on the walls are part of Hitchcock’s 
“show,” their presence charged with irony. 
This irony derives in part from the with‑
held revelation that Norman has killed 
and stuffed his own mother, and in part 
from the fact that Norman’s hobby (“stuff‑
ing things”) is an analogue of Hitchcock’s 
hobby that is more than a hobby (fixing 
human subjects with his camera, then 
projecting them on the screen to grant 
them the illusion of life).

Marion begins to slice something on 
her plate. Grinning, Norman attends to her 
every move. When the first piece enters 
her mouth, he laughs and leans forward. 
The camera cuts to him as he says, simply, 
“You eat like a bird,” then cuts to Marion. 
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The most extraordinary of all Hitchcock’s 
shot/reverse‑shot sequences has begun.

This cut from Norman speaking to Marion 
listening establishes a pattern that the first 
few alternations between these two setups 
sustain. She assumes a passive role, allows 
him to take the initiative and then reacts 
when he does. For example, when Norman 
equates Marion with a bird, she reacts by 
looking around the room at the stuffed 
birds and saying, “Of course you’d know.” 
(This reply is not without a note of conde‑
scension. “You may know about birds,” it 
suggests, “but what do you know about a 
woman’s appetite?”) Norman demurs, “No, 
not really. Anyway. I hear the expression 
‘eats like a bird’ is really a fal‑fal‑falsity.” (Is 
Norman’s inability to say “fallacy” a Freud‑
ian joke?) “Because birds really eat a tre‑
mendous lot.” In silence, Marion picks up a 
piece of bread and holds it in her hand as 
she listens, her attention divided between 
these words and the task of buttering her 
bread. She looks up, signaling Norman to 
go on. He shrugs and resumes.

But I don’t really know anything about birds. 
My hobby is stuffing things. You know, taxidermy. I guess I’d just rather stuff 
birds because I hate the look of beasts when they’re stuffed. You know, foxes 
and chimps. Some people even stuff dogs and cats but, oh, I can’t do that. I 
think only birds look well stuffed because, well, because they’re kind of pas‑
sive to begin with.

On the word passive, Marion tears the piece of bread in her hands. 
(Shades of Joe tearing the cookie dough heart in The Lodger and also 
Charles’s tearing his toast as Emma tells the story of his accident 
in Shadow of a Doubt.) Then she speaks. “Strange hobby. Curious.”

This patronizing comment, spoken on camera, disrupts the pre‑
vailing pattern of framing Marion listening and in turn motivates an 
immediate cut that registers Norman’s effort to regain the initiative. 
He says, “Uncommon too,” and there is a cut back to Marion for 
her reply (“Oh, I imagine so”), then back to Norman. The pattern is 
reestablished: he speaks, there is a cut, she responds. Norman adds, 
“And it’s not as expensive as you might think. It’s cheap, really. You 
know, needles, thread, sawdust. The chemicals are the only things 
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that cost anything.” (This is a joking comment about the link between 
Norman’s stuffing things and Hitchcock’s acts of filming.) Holding the 
buttered bread up in the air, deferring her first bite, Marion chimes in 
with, “A man should have a hobby.” Norman confesses that he lives 
for his acts of stuffing things. “It’s more than a hobby. A hobby is 
supposed to pass the time, not fill it.” Then she asks a question that 

takes him aback: “Is your time so empty?” 
As Norman gives his response, his hand 
is touching the stuffed bird on the bureau 
at his side.

“No. Well. I run the office and, uh, 
tend the cabins and grounds and do the, 
uh, little errands for my mother—the, uh, 
ones she allows I might be capable of 
doing.” He speaks these last words with 
a grin, as if there were some particular 
errand his mother performs for herself, 
the thought of which makes him laugh. 
Marion presses her interrogation. “Do you 
go out with friends?” Self‑conscious, he 
takes his hand from the bird and puts it 
in his lap. After an uneasy pause, he looks 
directly at his interlocutor and answers 
evasively, “Well, a boy’s best friend is his 

mother.” After this lame reply, striking for this grown man’s reference 
to himself as a boy, Hitchcock cuts immediately to Marion, who looks 
down. Embarrassed, she passes up her turn to speak, and her silence 
allows Norman to regain the initiative. A broad grin on his face, he 
turns the tables. “You’ve never had an empty moment in, in your 
entire life, have you?” In the middle of Norman’s question, a cut to 
Marion, whose face freezes, establishes the return to the editing pat‑
tern, but now Marion’s passivity is not merely an act.

Marion’s response (“Only my share”) echoes her guarded “Not 
inordinately” when Cassidy asked her whether she was unhappy. Like 
Cassidy, Norman presses the attack. “Where are you going?” Marion 
does not answer, pointedly passing up an opportunity to make refer‑
ence to Sam. In the face of this pained silence. Norman withdraws 
his question. “I didn’t mean to pry.” The pressure removed, she gives 
an answer, if a deliberately cryptic one: “Trying to flee to a private 
island.” Norman leans forward. In a firm voice, he asks an even more 
disquieting question: “What are you running away from?”

Marion looks right at him as she asks, “Wh‑why do you ask that?” 
Now it is Norman’s turn to be cryptic. “People never run away from 
anything.” (Does he mean that people always run to, never simply 
from, something; or that people never admit they are running away? 
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Does Norman direct his remark to Marion, expecting her to acknowl‑
edge his perception? Or is Norman addressing, to no one in par‑
ticular, a remark that takes Marion as its subject? She is like all the 
rest, these words may imply; she is not really addressing me.) While 
Norman speaks there is a cut to Marion. She looks down and says 
nothing. He, too, falls silent. This is the closest this man and woman 
will come to an authentic communion.

Acknowledging the shift of mood, Norman says, in a haunting, 
gentle voice, “The rain didn’t last long, did it?” Then he levels Marion 
in his gaze—disconcertingly, she has begun to chew her food, pay‑
ing him only divided attention—and launches into his great mono‑
logue on private traps, a fit companion piece to Charles’s speeches 
in Shadow of a Doubt. As Norman speaks, Marion listens more and 
more intently, comprehension beginning to dawn in her eyes.

Do you know what I think? I think that we’re all in our private traps. Clamped 
in them. And none of us can ever get out. We scratch and claw, but only at 
the air, only at each other. And for all of it, we never budge an inch.

Marion looks up, then down, and breathes out slowly, responsive 
to the poetry in Norman’s voice. She is visibly moved. As if endors‑
ing Norman’s words and affirming the intimacy of their meeting of 
minds, she says, “Sometimes we deliberately step into those traps.” 
But this line really undercuts Norman’s monologue, denies its author‑
ity (although Marion appears oblivious of this). For Norman pictures 
entrapment as a universal condition of human existence, while Mar‑
ion’s conviction is that she trapped herself. In his reply (“I was born 
in mine; I don’t mind it any more”), Norman’s skepticism about his 
chances of becoming free comes through clearly. For him, if not for 
everyone, freedom was never a possibility, and it is not a possibility 
now. A cut to Marion for her earnest reply: “Oh, but you should . . .”

Up to this point, the cutting has alternated between a pattern in 
which there is a cut for each new utterance and one in which there 
is a cut from Norman speaking to Marion listening. Now Marion fully 
asserts herself. Her insistence that Norman should mind his trap, that 
he also is free to be free, pushes Norman into the passive role. Hitch‑
cock registers this reversal of roles by cutting from Marion speaking 
to Norman listening. “You should mind it.” (The pun on the word 
mind gives this entire exchange an added edge.)

Norman replies, with a little boy’s bashfulness, “Oh, I do.” Then he 
laughs and shrugs his shoulders sadly. “But I say I don’t.” Marion’s 
assertion challenges Norman to admit that freedom could be his and 
challenges the form their dialogue has taken. It motivates Hitchcock 
to break with the formal patterns of editing that have prevailed to this 
point. Norman’s mother had challenged him to prove himself a man 
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by rejecting Marion; Marion now challenges him to prove himself a 
man by breaking with his mother. But what if defiance of his mother 
calls for him to declare desire for Marion? Is Marion prepared to 
accept Norman as a man?

Marion lowers her eyes (tactfully? with trepidation?). She breaks 
an unwritten rule and refers directly to Norman’s mother: “You know 
that if anyone ever talked to me the way I heard . . .” This remark 
precipitates a new framing of Norman and in turn a new framing 
of Marion and thus effects a transition to a new phase of the shot/
reverse‑shot sequence.

The new shot of Norman is dominat‑
ed by a stuffed owl, an extension of his 
own figure in the frame: this predatory 
night bird is Norman’s double or agent or 
guardian. (That the nude in the painting 
on the wall is Marion’s stand‑in in this 
frame will be confirmed when Marion 
strikes that figure’s exact pose.) The grin 
vanishes from his face as her voice con‑
tinues offscreen: “The way she spoke to 
you.” Then the first cut to the new framing 
of Marion, which isolates her against the 
bare wall, joined in the frame only by the 
bottom of an oval painting and the handle 
of the milk pitcher.

When Marion falls silent, Norman says, 
“Sometimes, when she talks to me like 
that. I feel I’d like to go up there and curse 
her and leave her forever, or at least defy 
her.” Marion lowers her eyes and distract‑
edly raises the bread to her mouth as she 
looks back up. Norman leans back, eas‑
ing the tension. But this movement also 
unveils a second picture on the wall, pre‑
viously eclipsed by Norman: a reproduc‑
tion of a Victorian painting representing 
the apocryphal Biblical story of Susanna 
and the Elders. (Later we learn that this 
painting covers a peephole cut into the 
wall.) “But I know I can’t. She’s ill.”

Looking directly at Norman, Marion 
says, in measured tones. “She sounded 
strong.” Like Hannay in his encounter with 
Margaret, she has taken it upon herself 
to offer instruction and encouragement, 
so that he may take his destiny into his 
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own hands, may escape his entrapment. 
Norman looks up at Marion. “No, I mean, 
ill.” He means by this repetition that his 
mother’s illness is not physical but mental. 
Marion does not visibly react. Her silent 
look solicits his continuation.

She had to raise me all by herself after my father 

died. I was only five and it must have been quite 

a strain for her. She didn’t have to work or anything like that. He left a little 

money. Anyway, a few years ago, mother met this man and, and he talked her 

into building this motel. He could have talked her into anything. And when he 

died too it was . . . just too great a shock for her. And, and the way he died!

On these last words, Norman breaks into a broad grin, then low‑
ers his head, trying to compose himself. “I guess it’s nothing to talk 
about while you’re eating.” Presumably, what makes him laugh is his 
recollection of the man’s death. Marion looks down at the bread in 
her hand, as he goes on. “It was just too great a loss for her. She had 
nothing left.” Taking another bite of bread, Marion says, “Except you,” 
putting the period on Norman’s story. Then she asks, “Why don’t 
you go away?”

Norman responds to Marion’s question first by challenging her 
assumption that she is fit to judge him. With authority he says, “To a 
private island, like you?” reiterating his conviction that no attempt to 
escape imprisonment can succeed. There is no private island where 
one may be free from one’s burdens, one’s responsibilities, one’s self. 
Marion has no reply. When she remains silent, relaxing her pressure 
on Norman, he goes on to answer her question. “I couldn’t do that. 
Who would look after her?” Marion has stopped eating and is listen‑
ing intently, rubbing her arm distractedly: this is when she mirrors 
the woman in the painting. “She’d be alone up there. Her fire would 
go out. It would be cold and damp like the grave.”

These last words are spoken as if to no one. But now Norman 
once again addresses Marion directly. He speaks as though from the 
heart: “If you love someone, you don’t do that to them, even if you 
hate them.” Marion looks up. The Tippi Hedren characters in The 

Birds and Marnie would know exactly what Norman means by this 
remark and its sequel, as do we. But does Marion Crane know the 
language of love? “Understand. I don’t hate her. I hate what she’s 
become. I hate the illness.”

What has Norman’s mother become? What is her “illness”? In ret‑
rospect, we might say that what she has really become is dead. Is it 
death, then, that fills Norman with hatred? But we might also say 
that what she has really become is Norman. Does Norman above all 
hate himself, what he has become, his own illness?
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Marion now takes a fateful step. “Wouldn’t it be better if you put 
her . . . someplace?” She cannot bring herself to name the “place” 
she has in mind but lowers her eyes tactfully, hoping in this way to 
communicate her meaning. The specific irony in Marion’s lowering 
her eyes in avoidance of saying what she means, of course, is that 

the only “someplace” Norman could really 
consider putting his mother is the “some‑
place” from which he took her, the grave. 
At this tense moment, Hitchcock cuts to 
Norman, initiating another phase of this 
complex shot/reverse‑shot sequence.

Norman is at the right of this frame. 
A wreath is near the center—it is, after 
all, almost Christmas, but the wreath also 
sustains the funereal mood. To the left of 
the wreath, and counterpoised with Nor‑
man in this schematic composition, is a 
sharp‑beaked bird and immediately to his 
left, contiguous with it, is a candle. The 
candle and bird, like the gun and globe 
in the Professor’s study in The 39 Steps, 
form a “composite,” a thing with two faces.

In the reverse shot of Marion, she is 
framed more tightly and more nearly 
frontally than before, creating a sense of 
isolation.

Cut back to Norman, who leans for‑
ward, eclipsing the wreath and allowing 
the bird’s beak to come into close prox‑
imity to his widened eyes.

“Do you mean an institution? A mad-

house?” Hatred and bitterness have entered 
Norman’s voice. Somber music begins, registering the shift of mood 
that signals the end of Marion’s brief respite from anxiety. She looks 
deeply troubled, as when she drove through the rainy night, her pri‑
vate film unreeling. She says nothing, as Norman’s voice continues 
offscreen: “People always call a madhouse ‘someplace,’ don’t they? 
Put her in ‘some place.’ ” These words, spoken as if to no one present, 
once again imply that Marion is just like all the rest, not prepared to 
acknowledge him. She senses that she has said the wrong thing. “I’m 
sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound uncaring.” His face is blank when he 
hears these words, but then it flashes a sardonic grin. “What do you 
know about caring?” A cut to Marion, as Norman’s speech continues: 
“Have you ever seen the inside of one of those places? The laughing 
and the tears, and the cruel eyes studying you?” This last line—and 
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indeed, the whole speech—will be echoed, ostensibly by the mother’s 
own “inner voice,” at the end of the film. Then the analogy will be  
explicitly drawn between the condition of living within an institu‑
tion and the condition of existing within the world of a film. Even 
now, our cruel eyes are studying Norman, in a room filled with the 
laughing and the tears.

The camera cuts from Marion, spellbound, to Norman, who 
appears to be on the verge of breaking down. “But she’s harmless! 
She’s as harmless as one of those stuffed birds!” Treading carefully, 
Marion says, “I am sorry.” Yet she presses on: “I only felt . . . It seems 
she’s hurting you. I meant well.” This occasions Norman’s bitterest 
indictment against “people” as represented by the likes of Marion, its 
language barbed with his most explicit identification of people and 
birds. “People always mean well. They cluck their thick tongues and 
shake their heads and suggest, oh so very delicately.”

Marion again says nothing, the idea perhaps dawning on her that 
Norman is a little mad. Her silence is now awkward and reveals that 
she has abandoned her attempt to convince him that freedom is 
within his grasp. The tension deflated by Marion’s silent concession, 
he leans back and quietly makes a concession in turn. “Of course, 
I’ve suggested it myself. But I hate even to think about it. She needs 
me.”

Norman again leans forward and speaks earnestly. “It’s not as if 
she were a maniac, a raving thing.” His eyes glaze. “She just goes a 
little mad sometimes . . .” Norman’s words resonate with Graham’s 
summation of the meaning of Uncle Charles’s death. But Norman’s 
understanding is deeper than Graham’s and closer, perhaps, to Hitch‑
cock’s own. He adds, “We all go a little mad sometimes.” Leaning 
back, he grins and asks Marion, “Haven’t you?” (His grin may also 
be amusement at a secret picture of his mother’s death. That is, it 
may register another ghoulish private joke.)

Marion seems relieved by Norman’s question. She answers, “Yes. 
Sometimes just one time can be enough.” She has come to under‑
stand that going through with the project she initiated by stealing 
the $40,000 would be madness. When she adds, “Thank you,” she is 
thanking Norman for more than his food and company. She is also 
expressing gratitude for the lesson she feels she has learned. Her 
“Thank you” echoes the words that opened this conversation, clos‑
ing a bracket, and resonates with the “Thank you, Mister Bates” with 
which she undertook to bring their earlier meeting to an end. Might 
this line mark the start of a real friendship, or even a romance? No. 
Marion is satisfied. She has had her fill of Norman, and declares this 
encounter, and indeed their entire relationship, closed.

In the warm glow of her pity, Marion feels beholden to this hope‑
less case, edified by this example of the resilience of the human spir‑
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it. She does not regard Norman as her equal. For example, she does 
not view Norman as a man she could desire or who could desire her. 
Even as she thanks him for imparting a lesson in humanity, she sum‑
marily dismisses him. Norman looks incredulous, then grins again. 
Is he astounded by Marion’s transparency and her foolishness for 
not being able to recognize that he can perceive her condescension? 
This grin is a conjunction of resentment and the disdain that was on 
his face at the end of their earlier meeting. Or does Norman grin in 
anticipation of the conclusion of a secret scenario? Earlier, Norman 
replied to Marion’s “Thank you, Mister Bates” by saying, “Norman 
Bates,” his invitation to informality prefacing his offer of food. When 
he now says, “Thank you, Norman,” we can hear him as attempting 
to consolidate their hard‑won intimacy. But in his voice can also be 
heard disdain for this woman who is oblivious of her own hypoc‑
risy, and oblivious as well of his intelligence. Obligingly repeating 
“Norman,” Marion stands, and the camera tilts up. Her head rises 
up through the oval frame until she looms statuesque, like a god‑
dess—but there is a bird’s beak at her throat. This shot and its rever‑

sal—a high‑angle shot that looks down on 
Norman from Marion’s elevated perspec‑
tive—initiates the final phase of the shot/
reverse‑shot sequence.

Norman says, “ ‘You’re not going back 
to your room already?” There is conde‑
scension in his voice: he is not really try‑
ing to persuade her to stay longer. Smiling, 
she says, “I’m very tired, and I have a long 
drive tomorrow, all the way back to Phoe‑
nix.” With this remark, Marion announces 
her decision—she credits it to Norman, 
although she assumes he does not know 
what her decision is.

Even more incredulous, Norman says, 
“Really?” When she “explains” her remark 
(“I stepped into a private trap back there, 
and I’d like to go back and try to pull 
myself out of it”), Norman says, with a 
condescension he knows she will not 
perceive, “Are you sure you wouldn’t like 
to stay just a little while longer, just for 
talk?” She answers, “I do, but . . .” “All 
right. I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll 
bring you some breakfast, all right?” But 
she replies, “I’ll be getting up very early. 
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Dawn.” “All right, Miss, uh . . .” When she 
says, “Crane,” Norman repeats the name 
with a trace of a smile on his lips (is he 
amused by her bird’s name? by this con‑
firmation that she signed a false name in 
the register?).

At this moment, Hitchcock introduces a 
framing completely unprecedented in the 
sequence: Marion viewed in profile.

The camera reframes to the right with 
her as she begins to walk toward the door. 
As she leaves the frame, the camera paus‑
es, centering the painting of Susanna and 
the Elders, which is flanked by the two 
owls, the nude, and the bird/candle.

This schematically composed frame 
remains devoid of any human subject until 
Norman rises up into view.

The camera resumes its original move‑
ment, but now reframing with Norman. 
At the end of this tour de force—it plays 
a function comparable to that of the vir‑
tuoso shot in Shadow of a Doubt which 
reverses the positions of Charles and 
Charlie in the frame—Norman is framed 
in profile, as Marion was at the beginning 
of the shot.

What follows represents Norman’s 
point of view. From his vantage, we 
watch Marion as she goes out the door, 
rounds a corner, and disappears from 
sight, her footfalls still echoing. The shot/
reverse‑shot sequence has terminated with 
this virtuoso transition from Marion’s to 
Norman’s subjectivity.

Framed frontally—behind him, again 
in the center of the frame, is the painting; 
directly behind his head, contiguous with 
his figure, is a stuffed raven—Norman puts 
a piece of food into his mouth and begins 
to chew. He steps forward into the outer 
office and looks through the register, per‑
haps to confirm that the name she signed 
was false. He goes back into the parlor. At 
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the sound of a closing door, he looks toward the house so that he is 

viewed in profile. Still listening, he turns back to face the camera. Then 

there is an extraordinary shot in which Norman is framed with his 

back to the camera, standing before the painting of Susanna and the 

Elders, as if the rape it depicts and his own private fantasy were one.

After a moment, he removes the paint‑

ing from the wall, revealing a large, jagged 

hole with a pinpoint of light in its center.

This hole resonates deeply in Hitch‑

cock’s work. For example, in its jagged‑

ness—it looks to have been torn from the 

plaster—it is linked to the hole Alice tears 

in the clown painting in Blackmail. In its 

schematic division into black region and 

white regions, it is linked to the images 

that dominate The Lodger’s flashback and 

to a number of charged frames in Murder! 

The dot of light in the center, which will 

soon project a white circle onto Norman’s 

face, marking it, is linked to the circle cut 

in the wall in Saboteur. And so on. This 

hole‑within‑a‑hole is charged symboli‑

cally: it is an eye, and it is an emblem of 

female sexuality.

The camera cuts to Norman, viewed 

from the side, as he leans forward to look 

through the peephole.

This shot withholds Norman’s view from 

us, allowing us to recognize our wish for 

it. When finally we are given the deferred 

view, eerily accompanied by muted high 

violins, we are gratified even as we experi‑

ence a sense of foreboding. What we see 

along with Norman is Marion undressing, 

framed by the bathroom door.

This shot is masked to underscore the 

identity of our view and Norman’s through 

the peephole, the mask also declaring that 

our view is one with Hitchcock’s through 

the viewfinder of his camera. That Norman 

is also a subject of the camera, a creature 

who can be framed in its view, is affirmed 

by the following shot, an extreme closeup of Norman’s viewing eye, 

viewed objectively from the side.
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This is Norman’s eye, but it also stands 
in for our eye and Hitchcock’s eye—for any 
eye intently engaged in the act of viewing. 
(The present series of shots, we might note, 
contrasts in at least two ways with the pas‑
sage in Murder! in which we view Diana 
through her cell door window. First, Diana 
knows she is being viewed and escapes 
into the private world of her imagination, 
while Marion appears oblivious of this eye. 
Second, the being whose view we share 
in Murder! remains unviewed, except for 
the hand, but in Psycho the viewing eye 
is itself on view.)

There follows a cut back to this eye’s 
view. Marion, now robed, exits the frame.

Hitchcock has played a trick on us: the 
cut to the viewing eye coincided with the 
moment Marion was completely naked. 
While we were viewing this eye, the eye 
was viewing the naked Marion, a view of 
which we were deprived. There is a cut to 
a longer view of Norman, his face marked 
with the circle of light projected through 
the peephole. He replaces the picture on 
the wall and walks forward, thinking. Then 
he looks toward the house and turns his 
profile to the camera, his thoughts opaque.

The camera reframes with Norman as 
he goes to the door. When he opens the 
door, the white curtain momentarily dom‑
inates the frame, creating a Hitchcockian 
white flash. This in turn accentuates the 
darkness of the next shot, framed from the 
other side of the door, so that when Nor‑
man comes through this door, his figure 
emerges out of blackness.

Again, Norman faces the camera, then 
looks toward the house, turning his profile 
to the camera.

The camera twists clockwise with Nor‑
man, in a vertigo‑inducing movement, 
as he walks hurriedly, with long strides, 
toward the stairs leading up to the house. 
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He exits the frame, leaving it almost com‑

pletely black. From a vantage point within 

the house, we view his entrance. It seems 

that his intention is to go upstairs. Will he 

blame his mother for the premature ter‑

mination of his encounter with Marion? 

Will he concede that his mother was right 

all along? But he stops at the foot of the 

stairs, hand on the banister post, back to 

the camera, his figure framed by the stair‑

case rising behind him, like the lodger riv‑

eted by Daisy’s laugh.

Then Norman slumps down, takes his 

hand off the post, and walks through the 

corridor to the kitchen in back, his hands 

in his pockets, his figure half in light and 

half in darkness. Then Hitchcock cuts to 

one of his tunnel shots, looking down the 

corridor to the kitchen. Norman enters 

this frame and walks into its depths. In 

the kitchen, he sits hunched in a strange, 

angular posture that makes him look like 

a vulture. On a reprise of the clinking 

sound, he looks right at the camera.

This look brings home to us that we do 

not really know Norman. We do not know 

his feelings or thoughts or intentions, his 

powers or the limits of those powers. For 

one thing, it suggests that he knows he is 

being viewed. But also, when the camera 

now cuts directly to Marion, who is writ‑

ing at her desk, unaware of being viewed, 

the suggestion is that Norman’s gaze mag‑

ically possesses, perhaps even conjures, 

this view.

Norman’s subjectivity, hovering over 

this shot, as it were, is invoked in part 

by the mirror in which Marion casts no 

reflection. Our uncanny sense that he has 

the power to penetrate Marion’s privacy 

links his gaze with the camera. Hence,  

this cut resonates with the suggestion 

implicit in the earlier cut that concluded 

their initial meeting, the cut to Marion from 

the vantage just relinquished by Norman.
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There is a cut to a column of figures. 
Marion is trying to work out how she 
might return the money, making up for 
what she has spent. She puts her pen 
down, rests her chin in her hand and 
pauses, lost in thought. Then she removes 
the page from her notebook and tears it 
up. She is about to throw the potentially 
incriminating piece of paper in the waste‑
basket when a better idea occurs to her. 
She looks around, first at her handbag—at 
this moment, her face, viewed in profile, 
is contiguous with the mirror in which 
she still casts no reflection. Then she ris‑
es. The camera reframes with her as she 
goes to the bathroom (momentarily, she is 
doubled in the mirror, but she is turned 
away from her reflection, oblivious of its 
dogging of her path).

Marion enters the bathroom and tosses 
the shreds of paper into the toilet bowl. 
The music, which has kept up a constant 
low‑key, somber accompaniment falls 
silent, underscoring the intimate sound of 
flushing water. She closes the bathroom 
door to secure her privacy, slips off her 
robe, drapes it over the toilet bowl, steps 
into the bath, and closes the shower cur‑
tain behind her, filling the frame with a 
flash of white.

The most famous shower in the history 
of cinema is about to begin.

Although the shower murder is per‑
haps the most celebrated sequence in all 
of Hitchcock’s work, it has never, to my 
knowledge, been subjected to more than 
rudimentary analysis. Most critics have 
gone little beyond expressions of aston‑
ishment at the number of shots crammed 
into its minute or so of screen time, failing 
to note the basic facts about its structure 
and significance. I will divide the sequence 
into three parts: the shower itself, up to 
the entrance of the murderer; the mur‑
der; the camera’s gesture of pulling out 
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from  Marion’s dead eye to sum up the momentous event that has 
taken place.

The Shower

From Marion bending down, viewed through the translucent shower 
curtain, Hitchcock cuts to the space on the other side of the curtain. 
At the top edge of this frame is the shower head.

This frame announces the two main 
aspects of the symbolic role the shower 
head is to play in the sequence. Marion’s 
shower is a love scene, with the shower 
head her imaginary partner, inhumanly 
calm and poised. The shower head is 
also an eye. Marion’s murder is a rape. 
It is also a blinding. (In the Albert Hall 
sequence of the later version of The Man 

Who Knew Too Much, we are given a view 
of the auditorium seen through the gap 
between a pair of cymbals poised to clash. 
These cymbals, as it were, rule over the 
scene. Music, the art that holds the con‑
cert audience in thrall, is an analogue of 
Hitchcock’s art, the art of film. The shower 
murder sequence invokes Hitchcock’s art 
directly, while the Albert Hall sequence 
alludes to it.)

Marion rises into the frame, as Norman 
rose into the frame to terminate the shot/
reverse‑shot dialogue in the parlor. Water 
begins to stream from the shower head, its 
sound echoing the rain that accompanied 
the violent climax of Marion’s private film. 
She looks up as a stream of water and 
begins to wash her neck and arms. Her 
expression is ecstatic as the water brings 
her body to life. At this point, there is a 
cut to Marion’s vision of the shower head, 
water radiating from it in all directions like 
a sunburst.

This sunburst shot, as I think of it, 
answers the question, “What does Marion 
see when she looks up?” But viewed head 
on, the shower head is the double of Nor‑
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man’s peephole; it is an eye staring into 
the camera. Hence, this cut retroactively 
discloses that the previous shot invoked 
this eye’s point of view. And it announces 
that the following views of Marion, aston‑
ishing in their intimacy and eroticism, 
likewise have their source in this eye (as 
the views comprising the opening of Mur-

der! have their source in the clock face/eye 
framed in that film’s first shot). This is the peephole through which 
our gaze penetrates the shower curtain and through which Norman’s 
gaze continues to possess the frame. This is the lens of Hitchcock’s 
camera and the projector that casts its beam of light onto the screen.

When Marion looks into the shower head, there is no sign that 
she suspects that she is being viewed. If she envisions the shower 
head as an eye, it is a sightless eye, subject to her control like the 
figures in her private film as she was driving through the rain. Do we 
acknowledge the gaze of this shower head eye? Viewed from Marion’s 
perspective, it is masked in our vision as in hers, but we can see 
through this mask as she cannot. We can recognize it as the source of 
the intimate views that follow. And the shot that terminates and sums 
up this series of erotically charged views will return us to the reality 
of the gaze that penetrates her privacy. Hitchcock cuts to the shower 
head viewed from the side at the precise moment Marion turns her 
naked back to the stream of water.

This echoes the earlier closeup of Nor‑
man’s viewing eye, its gaze, like the shower 
head’s stream, crossing the frame from left 
to right. But it is only when the sunburst 
shot is reprised after the murder, directly 
cued by Marion’s dead eye—the effect 
of that climactic cut is enhanced by the 
deliberate exclusion of the shower head 
from all of the literally dozens of shots that 
make up the montage of the murder—that 
the shower head is fully unmasked. Then 
it is declared that there is a being sepa‑
rate from ourselves, to whose presence we 
have been blind, as Marion has been blind 
to ours. Even after this unmasking, howev‑
er, we do not know who or what this being 
really is: we do not know whether to call 
this being “Hitchcock” or “Norman,” or 
whether—with Norman—to call this being “mother.” This being pre‑
sides over Marion’s shower and her murder and rules sovereign over 
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our views, possessing us as we possess Marion in our gaze. Marion 
sees the shower head only as the source of her pleasure, while we 
see this “eye” as the source of views that arouse our appetite and 
promise satisfaction of our desire. We allow the views of the naked 
Marion to flow over us, as if the camera had no appetite of its own 
and served only to satisfy our desire. We take pleasure in this series 
of sensual images, precisely as Marion takes pleasure in the stream 
of water emanating from the shower head.

Before Marion begins her shower, her mood is reflective, even 
melancholy. After all, she has just resigned herself to the oppressive 
conditions of her existence. She does not anticipate that the water 
coursing over her body will make her feel alive. It has been said that 
Marion’s shower is a ritual in which she symbolically washes away 
her guilt. But it is important to keep in mind that, if this is a baptism, 
it is specifically her body that is born again; and as her body receives 
the purifying stream emanating from the shower head, she comes 
alive sensually. Then a fundamental question about this shower is 
whether Marion’s pleasure is in anticipation of her reentry into the 
world, her rebirth; or whether her ecstasy is in abandonment to the 
fantasy of finding a private island after all: a privileged place cut off 
from the world where she can feel fulfilled.

More specifically, is Marion’s pleasure her anticipation of a union 
with a human sexual partner in the world, or does Marion imagine 
no one in the world with the power to make her feel this alive, no 
one to whom she might offer herself this freely and passionately? 
Enclosed within this shower curtain, bathed by the shower head’s 
stream, the world drops away from Marion. In this shower, she can 
imagine herself once again a virgin, unsullied by any man. Indeed, 
she can imagine herself completely undefiled by the world, as if there 
were no world outside or as if she had never been born into it. But 
does Marion wish to be isolated from the world or wish for her isola‑
tion to be overcome? Does she wish to attain perfect purity, perfect 
privacy, perfect self‑enclosure? Or does she wish to be reborn, puri‑
fied, into the world and to enter into a union in which her longing 
for love is fulfilled?

We have no answers to these questions. We can view Marion as 
longing for love, and we can view her as embracing a self‑absorption 
that is narcissistic in Freud’s sense. We can view Marion as taking 
pleasure in the fantasy of receiving a longed‑for lover or, alterna‑
tively, in the fantasy that she is complete unto herself, self‑enclosed, 
in need of no one.

Insofar as Marion’s pleasure is narcissistic, it bears a violent aspect, 
like her fantasies as she was driving. Her pleasure is in the denial 
of the world, and specifically in the denial of men: in withholding 
herself sexually from men and in denying them the views they desire. 
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She takes pleasure in imagining men as impotent and blind: this is 
the other face of her pleasure in imagining herself, and the shower 
curtain that encloses her, as intact and inviolable. On the other hand, 
insofar as Marion’s pleasure is a manifestation of her longing for love 
in the world, her pleasure is in the fantasy that the being represented 
by the shower head, the source of her pleasure, might step forward 
to declare desire for her.

Our views of Marion have a sensuality unprecedented in Holly‑
wood movies. It is not that they escape censorship: they are care‑
fully cropped, for example, to allow no glimpse of her genitals or 
her nipples (the masking of certain frames makes this censorship 
all the more apparent). Yet our impression is that, were this shower 
to continue, Marion’s pleasure would be consummated and no view 
we might desire would be withheld. This passage promises an end to 
all censorship. Our involvement with Marion’s story—the story of her 
relationships with others in her world and with herself—is suspend‑
ed. We possess Marion in a succession of erotically charged views 
that invoke the prospect of the consummation of Marion’s pleasure 
and our own as well.

Yet a crucial ambiguity must be registered. On the one hand, no 
film sequence more compellingly declares the camera’s power to let 
the viewer identify with its subject. We can all but feel the water 
coursing over our bodies, awakening and arousing us, all but feel 
Marion’s own pleasure, all but become Marion. The shower head’s 
stream and the views of Marion that flow over us are all but one. 
One consummation this passage invokes is the possibility that the 
separation of her body from ours will be completely overcome in 
the simultaneous consummation of her pleasure and ours. On the 
other hand, no film sequence so compellingly declares the camera’s 
placement outside its subject, who appears to us as an “other.” Our 
views of Marion constitute her as a sexual object. We imagine our‑
selves being in her erotic proximity, all but feeling the touch of her 
“fine soft flesh.” We are all but able to caress and be caressed by her, 
even to penetrate her body. Our views of Marion awaken an appetite 
that cannot be satisfied by more views, but only by transcending the 
limits of the act of viewing as such. One of these limits is precisely 
that viewing allows no consummation. Our pleasure in viewing Mar‑
ion cannot be separated from our fantasy that we are about to pos‑
sess her sexually. If this is a male fantasy, it is not one that only the 
men in Hitchcock’s audience may indulge. For women and men alike 
among the film’s viewers, the act of viewing possesses both active 
and passive aspects, call them “masculine” and “feminine.”

Insofar as we take Marion to be aroused by the prospect of a lov‑
er’s stepping forward, we may imagine ourselves stepping forward, 
declaring our desire, and being acknowledged as her dream lover. 
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But insofar as we take Marion’s pleasure to be in denying the world, 
we must imagine her as denying that she desires us, as resisting us, 
as wishing for us to be blind and impotent. Then our fantasy is of 
overcoming her denial of us, forcing her to accept our advance and 
acknowledge that she desires us after all. Ours is a fantasy of rape. 
An aspect of this “rape” fantasy is its disavowal of our own desire. 
We imagine that Marion is nothing to us: we don’t care if she is 
complete, self‑contained, whole. We take pleasure in denying her 
denial of us not because we desire her, but because she serves our 
fantasy that the world wishes us to violate it. If we can view Marion 
as taking narcissistic pleasure in her intactness, our pleasure, too, 
has a narcissistic aspect.

We are viewing a film. This means, for one thing, that the bar‑
rier separating us from Marion cannot be broached like a shower 
curtain. (A barrier that cannot be broached, like the speed of light, 
is not really a barrier at all.) We can only “all but feel” the warm 
water coursing over our bodies, “all but feel” Marion’s fine soft flesh. 
That her body is separate from our own joins her with all those 
who are “others” to us in the world. But she is different—different 
ontologically—from all real others by virtue of this fact that it is not 
possible for us, even in theory, to touch her, meet her gaze, make 
love to her, subject her to violence, or be subjected to violence by 
her. Our separation from Marion can neither be overcome nor fully 
achieved; she is experienced, after all, as projected from within us 
even as she is projected on a screen outside us. However long her 
shower may last, her pleasure can never be consummated, nor can 
our pleasure in viewing her. Were Marion to finish her shower, she 
would have to return, unfulfilled, to a world in which she is impris‑
oned, and we would have to return to her story, and after that to 
our own. We would fall back into the circumscribed relationship 
mandated by the camera’s familiar role. But a monstrous being cru‑
elly cuts her shower short. And our pleasure, too, is abrogated with 
a sickening finality.

The Murder

From the side view of the shower head, 
Hitchcock cuts back to Marion, still 
ecstatic, then to a setup that places the 
camera where the tile wall of the shower 
“really” is. This is one of the most impor‑
tant shots in the film. The shower curtain, 
to which Marion’s back is turned, hangs 
from a bar at the top of the screen, and 
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forms a frame‑within‑a‑frame that almost fills the screen. This frame, 
like the window in Murder! ’s prison visit sequence, can be viewed 
as declaring that the world we are viewing is framed. We are view‑
ing a film.3

Compare the last shot of The Birds, which frames the world “out‑
side” in a frame‑within‑a‑frame that makes it appear projected on a 
screen. In the world of The Birds, this “screen” is real, like the movie 
screen on which all our views are projected. The Birds is a film; its 
world is separate from the real world in which we are viewers. Yet 
this ending suggests that there is no essential difference between 
the outside in which we are fated to live and the outside project‑
ed on this frame‑within‑a‑frame. Hitchcock wanted no final title to 
announce the end of The Birds, in part to underscore that, when we 
leave the theater, our condition will not fundamentally change. Our 
world, too, is threatened by forces that may be quiescent but may go 
mad at any time. The world of a film is outside us while it is also 
our projection; The Birds ends with a vision of reality as outside but 
also projected from within.

The camera begins to move forward, until the bar at the top 
becomes excluded from the screen. Synchronized with this move‑
ment of the camera, Marion slides out of the frame, so that the 
shower curtain completely fills the screen. 
Precisely synchronized with the move‑
ment of the camera and with Marion’s exit 
from the frame, a shadowy figure, barely 
visible through the shower curtain, enters 
the door that can just be made out in the 
background. It steps forward toward the 
camera, its form doubled by and blend‑
ing into its shadow cast on the translucent 
curtain.

This movement is closely related to the 
camera movements that end The Lodger, 
Murder!, and The 39 Steps. When the 
frame‑within‑a‑frame of the shower cur‑
tain comes to engulf the entire frame, it is 
as if we have crossed a barrier. The cam‑
era’s gesture deepens its declaration that 
what we are viewing is a film. At the same 
time, paradoxically, it asserts the identity 
of the shower curtain—an object enclosed 
within the world of Psycho, however it 
may symbolize the film frame—and the 
real movie screen on which our views 
have been projected. This gesture of the 
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camera at the same time declares that the world of  Psycho is not 

fully real and denies that there is a real separation between that 

world and reality. In this curtain, the camera’s gesture rhetorically 

declares, our world and the world of Psycho come together; or it 

declares that they have never really been apart.

We sense that this figure is coiled, poised to strike, and that it is 

monstrous. We are shocked, but not caught completely by surprise, 

when the curtain is suddenly wrenched 

open and a silhouetted knife‑wielding fig‑

ure is revealed.

Much of the shattering impact of 

this moment derives from Bernard Her‑

rmann’s score. Hitchcock’s original inten‑

tion was to release the shower murder 

sequence with no musical accompani‑

ment at all, but Herrmann prevailed on 

him to try it out with music. Something is lost by this fiendishly 

effective addition, which creates an obstacle to fully comprehend‑

ing the sequence, to grasping its logic and meaning. But something 

is assuredly gained. The actual unveiling of the silhouetted figure, 

like the deferred first view of the lodger, is intended to be as much 

anticlimactic as climactic. It is above all the sudden high‑pitched 

shriek of violins, so compellingly suggestive of an attacking birdlike 

creature, that creates the shock that constitutes Psycho’s best‑known 

effect. We are prepared for Marion to scream at the sudden entrance 

of an intruder. Our tension is at such a pitch that the shriek of violins 

affects us the way a mischievously shuffled shoe affects a cat intently 

readying to pounce. Even when we know what is coming, the fact 

that the silhouetted figure freezes in a tableau makes it impossible 

for us to anticipate the exact moment of the shriek. All of our efforts 

to gird ourselves for it only increase our tension and prime us to be 

unnerved by the shriek when it occurs.

As always in Hitchcock, when a curtain opens, theater is invoked. 

The intruder’s entrance is specifically dramatic, and we are the only 

audience for this theatrical entrance; Marion is turned away. Some‑

one is revealed to us in this menacing posture, someone wielding a 

knife, ready to unleash a murderous assault. This moment is authenti‑

cally terrifying because it succeeds in provoking us to the nightmarish 

fantasy that the scene of murder now commencing is real, and that  

we are the murderer’s intended victim. We are face to face with  

our own murderer, confronting the imminent prospect of our own 

death.

This figure’s menacing pose reveals its murderous intention. And 

the theatricality of the pose reveals the further intention of compel‑

ling us to recognize the murderousness and to acknowledge that we 
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are the object of murderous rage. The identification of the shower 
curtain with the movie screen—that “safety curtain” we assumed 
would separate us from the world of the film—makes this dramatic 
gesture even more terrifying. For it presents the monstrous figure 
not simply as a denizen of a world safely cut off from our own, but 
as real. Paradoxically, this shot also conveys the unreality of this fig‑
ure: what we see when the curtain is pulled open is not a horrible 
face but a mere apparition, an incorporeal shadow, a projection on 
a screen. In addition, the silhouetted figure is symmetrically flanked 
by the raised knife on the one side and the light bulb on the other, 
this balanced composition complemented by the containment of the 
silhouette within the frame‑within‑a‑frame of the doorway (the back‑
ground of flowery wallpaper also links this frame‑within‑a‑frame to 
the mirror in which Marion had cast no reflection). This shot, so 
conspicuously composed, represents a vision.

We are not yet prepared to address all the ambiguities and para‑
doxes that attend this theatrical demonstration directed to us as well as 
to Marion. We are not yet prepared to speculate, for example, whether 
we are to regard this monstrous figure as 
Norman or as his mother. But it has to be 
clear that at one level this figure stands in 
for Hitchcock. In this theatrical gesture, the 
camera and the creature that unveils itself 
by drawing back the curtain are in complic‑
ity. Someone real presents to us the views 
that constitute Psycho, and at this moment 
that “someone” confronts us with his or her 
unfulfilled appetite and wish for vengeance 
against us. Yet if the being unveiled in this 
gesture declares its reality, its separateness 
from us, it is also a projection from within 
ourselves, not a separate creature of flesh 
and blood, that appears before us. We are 
confronting ourselves.

When the camera reverses field to 
Marion, turned away, her figure  displaces  
the silhouette, as if we were viewing not 
two separate beings, but two faces of 
one being, or one face that undergoes 
a metamorphosis. But also it is through 
the silhouetted figure’s eyes that we now 
view Marion, as she turns around clock‑
wise until she looks right into the camera. 
What she sees makes her open her mouth 
to scream.
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Astonishingly, we are not now pre‑

sented with the view that is the source of 

Marion’s horror. Rather, there is a jump 

cut to a closer view of Marion’s face, then 

a second jump cut to an extreme closeup 

of her wide‑open mouth.

Only then are we given Marion’s point 

of view, framing the silhouetted figure 

striking out violently with its knife.

These jump cuts make palpable Mar‑

ion’s scream, nearly drowned out by the 

shrieking violins. But they can also be 

seen as registering the attention of the 

figure standing menacingly before Marion, 

as if in this being’s eyes Marion is noth‑

ing but an open mouth. The jump cuts 

relate this passage closely to the series 

of jump cuts in The Birds that culminates 

in the mother’s view of her dead friend’s 

pecked‑out eye, and to their common 

ancestor, the quick track in to Frank’s view 

of the dead artist’s eye in Blackmail. These 

connections help us to recognize, in ret‑

rospect, that this image of Marion’s open 

mouth anticipates the image of her dead 

eye that will be the keystone of the shower 

murder sequence as a whole. As imaged 

in this shot, Marion’s mouth is also an eye; Marion’s murder is a 

blinding. But this open mouth also encompasses a nightmare vision 

of a woman as possessing, or being, a mouth that devours whatever 

is drawn into it.

If this were the conventional horror film scene of a vulnerable 

woman attacked by a monstrous murderer, we would expect Marion’s 

first view of her attacker to be simultaneous with our own, so that our 

moments of terror would coincide. But Hitchcock’s treatment divides 

our identification. We identify with Marion, who must now confront 

the vision that first was ours. But we are also implicated in this visi‑

tation and cannot separate ourselves from the being whose sudden 

intrusion terrifies Marion. We view Marion through this being’s eyes, 

as she turns to possess it in her gaze. And Marion, too, is implicated 

in this presentation. Our impression is that, were she never to turn 

around, no attack would ever take place. It is her turning to possess 

this being in her gaze that brings it fully to life.

Furthermore, it can be said that the intruder intends to teach 

Marion a lesson, at one level a lesson about her responsibility for 
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her own fate. To this end, he/she/it compels Marion to recognize this 
shadowy, incorporeal figure as a creature of her own imagination, 
a visitor from her own private film. This is the being she conjured 
in her ecstasy as she received the shower head’s stream, the being 
whose reality and power she denied. Now this being has violated the 
“inviolable” shower curtain, the barrier between outside and inside, 
and stands before her demanding acknowledgment. The visitation 
demonstrates to Marion that her wish to keep outside and inside 
separate—this is also her wish to find a private island where she 
may author her own salvation—will not come true. In her hubris, 
Marion has denied the world in the person of Norman Bates, denied 
Hitchcock, and denied us. Now we are joined with Hitchcock in sub‑
jecting her to a twofold demonstration. First, she is compelled to 
acknowledge this apparition as a projection of her own subjectivity. 
Second, she is compelled to acknowledge this nightmare figure also 
as real, beyond her control. It is not within Marion’s power to make 
the apparition go away. The curtain has really been torn.

But if this is a demonstration addressed to Marion, it is also a 
theatrical demonstration addressed to us. If we are, as it were, about 
to unleash an attack, we are also the attacker’s victim. The author of 
Psycho, a creature of flesh and blood, stands before us like the figure 
of death. If we have taken our views of Marion to serve solely for the 
satisfaction of our desires, it is Hitchcock’s appetite we have denied, 
his life’s blood—etched in every frame of Psycho—we have con‑
sumed. In the scene that ensues, we join with Hitchcock in subject‑
ing Marion to a savage assault unprecedented in its violence, while 
Hitchcock also assaults us with violent, terrifying images. The author 
of Psycho calls upon us to acknowledge 
that the agency presiding over the camera 
is within us as well, even as he declares 
his separateness from us. In the service of 
this demonstration, poor Marion Crane is 
cruelly sacrificed.

Let us quickly run through the shots 
that lead up to Marion’s death:

1. Reprise of 5.118. For the first time, 
the intruder strikes with the knife.

2. The knife slashes through the corner 
of the screen, effecting a bridge between 
Marion’s and her attacker’s separate 
frames.

3. Reprise of (1). The knife is again 
raised.

4. Viewed from overhead, the shower 
curtain bar cuts across the screen, graphi‑
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cally defining the boundary between the space inside and the space 
outside the shower, and forming a perfect ////. This shot declares the 
reality of the intruder’s crossing of the inviolable barrier. As Marion 
tries to fend it off, the knife strikes three times (5.120).

 5. Marion’s face fills the screen, expressing bewilderment and 
pain (5.121).

 6. The knife weaves three times in a spiraling movement.
 7. Reprise of (5).
 8. Reprise of (6).
 9. Reprise of (1). Again, the knife slashes down.
10. Marion turns her face away, her head almost sliding out of 

the frame (5.123).
11. Another variant of (1). The knife again slashes down.
12. The slashing knife creates another /// and echoes the wiper 

blade that slashed across the windshield at the violent climax of 
Marion’s private film (5.124).

13. A shot of Marion recoiling, still bewildered (5.125).
14. A reprise of (11), but this time the knife slashes through the 

center of the frame.
15. Marion’s bewildered reaction.
16. For the first time, the hand and knife come into clear focus 

and become corporeal. We see water bounce off the glinting metal of 
the blade, and also see that this hand is really made of flesh (5.126).

17. The climax of the sequence. Within the compass of this shot, 
Marion’s body remains unmarked, immaculate. We see no blood and 
witness no penetration of knife into flesh. Yet it is this shot’s juxtapo‑
sition of blade and flesh that announces the fatal wound. By never 
showing the blade penetrating Marion’s flesh, Hitchcock deprives the 
viewer of a sensually gratifying climax, and also declares that there 
is no moment when Marion actually feels the knife. The scene of 
her murder passes before Marion as if she were only dreaming it, or 
viewing it projected on a movie screen (5.127).

18. Marion recoils, but still looks dazed, entranced. This assault is 
only a dream, yet she knows she is really dying.

19. A low‑angle view facing the door. The knife slashes through 
the frame.

20. Marion’s back and arms. The intruder’s arm again enters the 
frame (5.128).

21. A closeup of Marion’s face. She is now clearly in agony (5.129).
22. Blood drips down Marion’s writhing legs. This assault is a rape, 

a nightmare deflowering. (Compare the shot of Charles’s and Char‑
lie’s legs intertwined at the climax of Shadow of a Doubt.) (5.130)

23. Marion turns her face from the camera (5.131).
24. A reprise of (20). The knife enters the frame.
25. A reprise of (22), but with a greater flow of blood.
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26. The screen flashes white as the cam‑
era momentarily frames only the bare tile 
wall. Marion’s hand, viewed from up close 
and out of focus, enters and then exits the 
frame. Then Marion’s head and shoulders, 
turned away from the camera, rise into the 
frame.

27. The intruder exits as he/she/it had 
entered. This shot allows us our clear‑
est view of this figure and apparently 
reveals it to be a woman wearing a long, 
old‑fashioned dress. This view—it is the 
reverse angle of the view through Nor‑
man’s peephole—is one Marion does not 
possess, one to which her back is turned. 
The harrowing music cadences in a series 
of chords, and the scene returns to its 
original silence, broken only by the stream 
of water emanating from the shower head.

28. Marion’s hand, pressed against the 
white tile, slowly slides down the wall—
a poignant figure for the loosening of her 
grip on life.

29. In a slightly longer shot, Marion’s 
body slowly slides down the wall. She 
turns to face forward as her back slips 
down, the camera tilting down with her. 
She is alive and conscious, but her eyes 
are glazed. She is more astonished and 
bewildered than ever by the nightmarish 
scene that has just ended, her sense of 
its unreality coupled with the realization 
that this “unreal” scene is also the real 
scene of her own death. At this moment, 
she looks forward and reaches out, as if to 
touch someone or something she cannot 
see. It is as if Marion were reaching out 
to touch the screen, to touch the camera, 
to touch us. But the camera pulls slowly 
away, reversing the movement by which 
it earlier allowed the shower curtain to 
engulf the screen. Then her hand changes 
its path.

30. In extreme closeup, Marion’s hand 
continues its movement until it grasps 
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the shower curtain in the left foreground 
of the frame.

Marion’s gesture of gripping the furled 
shower curtain is profoundly moving, if 
ambiguous. This is the one sensually grati‑
fying moment in the entire sequence. It is 
satisfying for us—we can all but feel our 
hand holding the shower curtain in its 
grip, and we can all but feel Marion’s hand 
holding us in its grip—and it is satisfying 
for Marion. Gripping the curtain tightly, 
Marion still feels the life in her body. She 
holds onto the curtain for dear life. But 
we can also see Marion’s gripping of this 
shower curtain as her last act of violence; 
her struggle not to hold herself up, but to 
pull the curtain down with her, avenging 
herself. (I think of the hand gripping the 
shower curtain as, at one level, an allusion 
to Eisenstein; specifically, to the moment 
in Potemkin’s Odessa Steps sequence when 
the young mother, pregnant with another 
child, is shot in the stomach and grips her 
belt, emblazoned with the insignia of Rus‑
sia, her hands running dark with blood. 
This is her blood and the blood of her 
unborn child, representing all the children 
of Mother Russia who are being tragically 
consumed by the enemies of revolution. 
Hitchcock’s allusion here turns on the idea 
that the shower curtain encloses a womb 
that has been defiled, a womb that repre‑
sents both Marion’s body and the “private 
island” of which she dreamed. But Hitch‑
cock also alludes to Eisenstein here, I take 
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it, because the shower murder sequence 
is a testimonial to the power of montage. 
(That film’s power derives in part from 
the possibilities of cutting was the point 
of Hitchcock’s one‑sentence speech at the 
1976 Lincoln Center tribute. Following an 
elaborate compilation of his most famous 
murder scenes, conspicuously including 
the killing of Swann in Dial “M” for Mur-

der—he is stabbed in the back by a pair of 
scissors—Hitchcock rose slowly and sim‑
ply said, “As you can see, scissors are the 
best way.”) Yet while Hitchcock’s homage 
to Eisenstein is sincere, his films are fun‑
damentally opposed to those of the Soviet 
director. Eisenstein assumes a clear sepa‑
ration of guilty and innocent and takes his 
own innocence, and that of the revolution 
he serves, for granted. Such an attitude is 
anathema to Hitchcock. Potemkin never 
acknowledges the possibility that the revo‑
lution could also be capable of devouring 
Mother Russia’s children. And Eisenstein, 
at least in his early films, takes for granted 
that he has the right to subject his viewers 
to violence.

31. An overhead shot that is a mir‑
ror reversal of (5). The shower curtain 
bar again demarcates the barrier between 
inside and outside, and marks this frame 
with the Hitchcockian ////. From this ele‑
vated vantage, we view Marion’s dying fall.

32. In low angle, from Marion’s point of 
view, we share her last vision. The shower 
curtain, unable to bear her weight, pulls 
away from the supporting bar, as the 
hooks give way one by one. The popping 
of the hooks punctuates the stillness left 
by the cessation of the music, a silence 
otherwise broken only by the water flow‑
ing from the shower head.

33. In this schematically composed shot, 
the shower curtain fills the left region and 
the toilet bowl the right. Into this evenly 
divided frame, Marion’s arm falls, followed 
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by her head and torso. Her body spills over from within the shower, 
and lands on the curtain that will be her shroud.

The Camera’s Gesture

From (33), there follows a reprise of the sunburst shot of the show‑
er head viewed frontally. As I have pointed out, the shower head is 
absent from all the frames that comprise the montage of the murder. 
This cut reminds us that, in our immersion in the violent scene that 
has just taken place under the shower head’s stream, we have been 
unmindful of the source of that stream. The shower head remains 
indifferent to the human tragedy of Marion’s death: oblivious of that 
death and yet sovereign over it. It bears no sign of human passion or 
appetite. In this frame, the shower head appears no more capable of 
vengeance than love; it is quiescent, like the masses of birds in The 

Birds’ closing tableau. It is just an ordinary shower head, a thing, 
outside the realm of guilt and innocence. Ours is the very vision that 
Marion once possessed, the vision that brought her body to life; but 
Marion has withdrawn. Humanity has departed the scene.

Tony Crawley claims that it was Saul Bass (the designer of Psy-

cho’s title credits) who composed the shower murder sequence and 
directed it “on a closed set with Hitchcock in close and constant 
attendance” (Crawley 1978, 36–39). Given the nature of Hitchcock’s 
work, there is no clear difference between “directing” and “supervis‑
ing” the shooting. If Bass really did compose the sequence, however, 
he would be its author, as Crawley implies, not Hitchcock. For evi‑
dence, Crawley presents the storyboard Bass submitted, in which he 
sketched each shot as he conceived it. The truth, though, is that the 
sequence in Psycho owes little to this blueprint. In Bass’s storyboard, 
for example, no special role is given the shower head. Bass does not 
envision the camera movement that identifies shower curtain and 
movie screen. Bass’s murderer does not address a theatrical demon‑
stration to Marion and to us. In his sketches, there are no jump cuts 
and no overhead shot in which the barrier between inside and out‑
side inscribes a //// in the frame; the intruder’s hand does not turn 
to flesh before our eyes; no shot declares the murder to be a rape 
or a blinding; there is no withdrawal of the camera from Marion’s 
outstretched hand; and so on. Indeed, it is not an exaggeration to say 
that nothing that makes this sequence a summation of Hitchcock’s 
practice of montage derives from Bass’s design. Hitchcock, not Saul 
Bass, is the author of the shower murder sequence.

As if directed by the stream emanating from the shower head, the 
camera cuts to Marion’s legs, her blood mixing with the water, and 
begins to move to the left, following this flow of water and blood.
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At the moment Marion’s legs pass out 

of the frame, the drain comes into view. 

This simultaneous entrance and exit sug‑
gests that Marion and the drain are inter‑

changeable. The camera reframes to center 

the drain as it tracks in toward it, so that 
the blackness within appears about to 

engulf the screen as when the camera first 

passed through the hotel window to pen‑
etrate, and give birth to, Marion’s world.

The sound of the shower is simulta‑

neously transmuted into what might be 
called an “aural closeup” of the water 

going down the drain. This sound recalls 

the flushing toilet that preceded Marion’s 
entrance into the shower. The threat of 

being engulfed by this blackness is the 

threat of being flushed down with Mari‑
on’s life’s blood. And the spiraling of the 

water combined with the inward move‑

ment of the camera creates a vertiginous 
effect. The prospect of being sucked into 

this drain is a nauseating one. We dread 

to go—we dread even to look—where this 
blood goes when it is flushed down the 

drain, our dread combining the fear of 

death, of intolerable confinement, and of 
being consumed. But the blackness within 

the drain also promises release: this drain 

is the “natural” destination of the shower 
head’s stream, this river’s sea. When the 

water from this shower head, infused with 

Marion’s blood, flows into the drain, will 
our vision, and the world it frames, be 

reborn?

At this point, there is an exquisitely 
slow dissolve from the drain to an eye, 

viewed in extreme closeup.

This eye, which fixes the camera in its 
gaze, perfectly displaces the drain in the 

frame, as if they were two aspects of a 

single thing or as if the drain itself, under 
the camera’s gaze, undergoes a meta‑

morphosis. But this eye also appears to 

peer out from within the drain; the hole‑ 
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within‑a‑hole of this eye is the double of 
the sunburst and the double of Norman’s 
peephole. And the eye’s emergence from 
within the drain is an image of birth. 
In this dissolve, the eye is born into the 
world. We might say that this eye is born 
out of the drain by the shower head, its 
birth sanctified by Marion’s blood.

When the camera spirals out clockwise 
as though unscrewing itself, it is disclosed 
that, within the world of the film, the eye 
standing in for our gaze is Marion’s, and 
it is dead. It is as if it emerges stillborn 
from the drain. The camera keeps spiraling 
out until we have a full view of Marion’s 
face. Death has frozen it in inexpressive‑
ness, although there is a tear welled in the 
corner of her eye.

The camera pulls farther back, reveal‑
ing Marion’s face to be pressed against the 
cold white floor.

There follows a cut away to the shower 
head, viewed from a new, oblique angle. 
Like Diana at the scene of the crime in 
Murder!, the shower head has now been 
viewed from all points of the compass.

This is the view that would be Marion’s 
were her eye not blinded by death: the shower head, the object of 
the dead eye’s gaze—what this eye is blind to—and the source of our 
views. But if Marion’s gaze is inscribed within our own, it is not that 
our gaze brings her dead eye to life; it is as if we, too, were dead to 
this world and it dead to us. As if commanded by the shower head, we 
are returned to our view of Marion in a reprise of the previous shot, 
and the camera begins to move. The movement first reveals Marion’s 
head to be leaning against the toilet bowl; then it altogether excludes 
Marion from the frame. The screen is momentarily engulfed by white‑
ness as the door to the bedroom fills the frame, this white flash mask‑
ing a cut. When the continuing movement causes the door to exit 
from the frame, the camera is no longer located within the bathroom 
but has crossed over into the bedroom. The camera is on its own.

Autonomously, the camera tracks past the bed, moves in on the 
night table, and comes to rest on the folded newspaper, which still 
shows its “okay” headline.

After a pause, the camera moves on. It circles the room, skirt‑
ing the wall, so that the frame momentarily contains nothing but 
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the wallpaper’s pattern of branches and 
leaves. When the camera again comes to 
rest, it frames a window, within which the 
old house on the hill in turn is framed.

This framing echoes Marion’s view of 
the house when she overheard the argu‑
ment between Norman and his mother. 
As if cued by the camera’s pause, an off‑
screen voice sounds once again. Norman’s 
voice cries out, “Mother! Oh God! Mother! 
Blood! Blood!”

Earlier, I spoke of the voices overheard 
by Marion as also projected from within 
her, and raised the possibility that the 
scene overheard may have been staged. 
But this bloodcurdling cry can be uttered 
by no one within the world of the film 
whose view we now share. If it is a projec‑
tion, it can only be from within ourselves. 
And if this scene is staged, it is a piece of 
theater whose intended audience only we 
can be.

Norman leaves the house and runs into 
the foreground, as a new theme sounds in 
the strings. He enters the cabin and runs 
to the bathroom door where he stands fro‑
zen, back to the camera.

He turns, holding his mouth as though 
to stifle a scream or as though he might 
throw up. A bird picture falls off the wall 
and lands at his feet. Then he goes to 
lock the window—this closes yet another 
bracket—and walks outside to the office to 
get a pail and mop.

Just before he enters the bathroom, 
Norman is framed, back to the camera, in 
the frame‑within‑a‑frame of the doorway.

Then there is a cut to the curtainless 
shower—the shower head in full view—to 
all the world a bare and empty stage.

As Marion rose into the frame to begin 
her shower, Norman rises into this frame 
and shuts off the water, his head contigu‑
ous with the shower head for most of the 
duration of the shot.

5.156

5.157

5.159

5.158

5.160



Psycho 319

He lays the shower curtain beneath Mar‑
ion’s body (momentarily, we view Norman 
through this curtain in a re‑creation of our 
first view of the murderer, this effect tak‑
ing its place within the passage’s series of 
echoes and repetitions. And momentarily, 
Norman turns as if to show the camera his 
dirty hands.

Norman goes to the sink to wash the 
blood from his hands, the sound of water 
and blood swirling down the drain again 
heard from up close. He mops the bathtub, 
towels off the wall, cleans the toilet, goes 
outside, backs up the car so that the trunk 
is by the door, and returns to the cabin 
again. He lifts the body, wrapped in the 
shower curtain, and carries it in his arms 
over the threshold, a poignant, charged 
image. He puts it in the trunk of the car 
and goes inside yet again. He hangs up 
the fallen bird picture and packs Marion’s 
things. Then there is a cut to a shot that 
neither frames Norman nor registers his 
point of view, but calls attention to some‑
thing he has missed: the newspaper on 
the night table. When he now removes 
the suitcase and goes back outside, we 
think he is going to leave the newspaper 
behind. But he goes inside one last time, 
quickly picks up the newspaper, turns out 
the bathroom light, goes outside, tosses 
the newspaper in the trunk with every‑
thing else, and closes it. Furtively, he gets 
in the car and it glides silently away.

At the edge of a nearby swamp, he gets 
out and pushes the car into the mud. We 
hear gurgling sounds as the car begins to sink. There is a cut to Nor‑
man, nervously eating something; he is wishing with all his heart 
for the car to sink completely out of sight, to be consumed by the 
blackness of the swamp. The camera cuts back to the car sinking; 
to Norman, chin on hands, watching with mixed apprehension and 
satisfaction; to the car almost completely submerged but hesitating 
in its descent; to Norman, looking around nervously (once again, 
profile and full face alternate in quick succession). Why isn’t the 
deity that presides over this world obliging? But then a smile crosses 
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Norman’s face, and, on a sickening suck‑
ing sound, the car sinks without a trace 
into the depths of this sewer‑womb. From 
Norman’s smiling face, half in light and 
half in shadow, the camera cuts back to 
his view. The scene fades out.

An uninitiated viewer would have 
every reason to believe that Norman’s 
mother committed the murder and that, 

whatever his real feelings about her act, he cleaned up after her like a 
dutiful son. When he first discovered the dead body, Norman seemed 
already at least to suspect what he would find, and he seems quite 
familiar with the steps he has to take to get rid of the evidence. This 
suggests that Norman all along at least suspected that his mother is 
a “maniac, a raving thing” and that Marion was in mortal danger. 
Norman’s initial defiance of his mother, coupled with his passivity, 
allowed Marion to die, as surely as if he had authorized his mother’s 
act himself. Then, too, we have reason to believe that, consciously 
or not, Norman harbored a wish for Marion’s death. Did his mother 
then perform “his” murder for him, the murder he lacked the cour‑
age to perform himself, the way Bruno in Strangers on a Train takes 
himself to be performing Guy’s murder?

By setting us up to believe that Norman will leave the money 
behind in the room, and then that Marion’s car will not be com‑
pletely swallowed up by the swamp, Hitchcock alerts us to the possi‑
bility that Norman will fail to erase all evidence of the crime and will 
finally be caught and punished. Yet I take it that we wish for Norman 
to be spared, to be left alone, even if it means that his mother will 
be free to kill again. We feel that Norman has suffered enough, and 
surely Hitchcock does not condemn us for our sympathy. Hitchcock 
does not condemn us, perhaps, even for our secret sharing of Nor‑
man’s wish for Marion’s death.

At this juncture, we are completely bewildered. We are at a loss to 
know how this film can possibly go on, to know how the remaining 
half of its running time can be filled. Presumably, there will be some 
sort of investigation, but what would make that of abiding interest 
to us? It is not that all questions about Marion’s murder have been 
answered, but we believe we know who did it and why, and there is 
nothing further we wish to know. If there is a compelling mystery in 
the murderous act at the heart of Psycho, it has not yet been revealed 
to us. Nothing we have viewed makes us wish to be drawn back into 
this world.

What is next presented to our view is a note being written by Sam, 
which returns us to the ironic texture of the opening scenes:
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Dearest right as always Marion, I’m sitting in this 
tiny back room which isn’t big enough for both 
of us, and suddenly it looks big enough for both 
of us. So what if we’re poor and cramped and 
miserable, at least we’ll be happy. If you haven’t 
come back to your senses and still . . . 

From Sam at his desk in the back room 
of his hardware store, the camera pulls 
slowly out in a long tracking movement, a 
dozen hanging rakes forming a Hitchcock‑
ian //// that traps Sam, symbolically, with‑
in a frame‑within‑the‑frame. The camera 
continues pulling out until we altogether 
lose sight of Sam as the entire space of the 
store is framed.

This declaration of the camera, linked 
to the camera movement out from the eye, 
dominates the passage and links it to the 
murder scene. During the camera’s move‑
ment, an elderly woman customer com‑
plains that they “tell you it’s guaranteed to 
exterminate every insect in the world, but 
they don’t tell you whether it’s painless.” 
Killing is an ordinary part of the form of 
existence we accept as normal. Marion’s 
sister Lila (Vera Miles) arrives in an agitat‑
ed state, and introduces herself to Sam. “If 
you two are in this thing together, it’s none 
of my business, but I want her to tell me 
it’s none of my business.” Then a stranger 
(Martin Balsam) enters. He introduces 
himself as Arbogast, a private investigator, 
and tells Sam about the missing money. 
Sam angrily insists that he knows nothing, 
and Lila says that she only wants “to get 
Marion out of this before she gets into it too deeply.”

There follows a montage of Arbogast checking out hotels. Finally, 
he arrives at the Bates Motel. In the ensuing dialogue with Norman, 
ironies are again embedded, some comprehensible to us (“Do you 
mind looking at the picture before committing yourself?” “I shouldn’t 
even change the sheets but old habits die hard”), while the signifi‑
cance of others remains hidden (“I hate the smell of dampness, 
don’t you? It’s such a, I don’t know, creepy smell”). Like the earlier 
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exchange in the motel office, this dialogue 
is filmed in shot/reverse‑shot form, with 
Arbogast’s figure doubled in the mirror as 
Marion’s had been.

When Arbogast shows Marion’s photo‑
graph to Norman, he is told that no one 
has stayed at the motel in weeks. But 
Norman slips up, letting on that a couple 
came by last week. As Arbogast looks 

through the register. Norman is framed in an extraordinary low‑angle 
setup that makes him look disconcertingly like a chicken.

The “Marie Samuels” entry strikes Arbogast’s attention, and he 
shows him the photograph again. Pressed, Norman grows nervous 
and begins to stutter, but revises his story only slightly. When Arbo‑
gast asks him about the old woman in the window, Norman’s ner‑
vousness increases. Perhaps sensing he is onto something. Arbogast, 
who is clearly good at his job, tries a different tack, provoking him 
with the question, “You wouldn’t be made a fool of, would you?” 
Norman almost loses his composure. “I’m not capable of being 
fooled, not even by a woman. Put it this way: she might have fooled 
me, but she didn’t fool my mother.” Then he firmly asks Arbogast to 
leave and smiles as the detective’s car drives off. Arbogast reports 
to Lila on the phone about the Bates Motel. He doesn’t feel entirely 
satisfied and will go back to speak to the invalid mother. He promises 
to return to Fairvale within the hour.

The murder of Arbogast is, in its own way, as terrifying as the show‑
er murder sequence. The passage begins with an extended series of 
alternations between Arbogast and his views (including a number of 
Hitchcock’s tracking point‑of‑view shots) as he looks around the motel 
office and then enters the old house (he removes his hat in deference 
to the old woman he expects to encounter; Arbogast is a surprisingly 
courtly man). From his legs approaching the stairs, there is a cut to a 
high‑angle shot that frames his figure against an oriental rug.

This frame‑within‑a‑frame nearly coincides with the borders of 
the screen, sharpening our awareness of the film frame’s delimita‑
tion of our vision and in turn the limitations of Arbogast’s vision. 
He is not cognizant, for example, that some being might occupy our 
elevated position. Thus, this framing at the same time sustains the 
camera’s identification with Arbogast and invokes a perspective that 
lies outside the bounds of his awareness, suggesting a trap ready to 
be sprung.

As Arbogast climbs the stairs, the camera moves up and away, 
keeping him at a constant distance while the frame‑within‑a‑frame 
contracts, heightening the invocation of a being that fixes him in its 
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gaze. Suddenly, Arbogast starts, and Hitch‑

cock cuts to a door, which opens a crack.

This shot represents what Arbogast is 

specifically not privileged to see: the cut 

anticipates the opening of the door by a 

still unviewed—and presumably murder‑

ous—being and attunes us to its presence, 

driving a wedge between us and Arbogast. 

When the camera continues moving as 

Arbogast ascends, we know he is about to 

be attacked and fear for him; but we also 

share the exhilaration, the bloodthirsty 

excitement, of the murderer poised to strike.

At this moment, there is a cut to an 

extraordinary overhead shot that invokes 

the perspective of a bird.

Viewed from this elevated perch, Arbo‑

gast appears imprisoned, the space of 

the landing as frighteningly confined as 

Diana’s cell in Murder!, Melanie’s phone 

booth in The Birds, or Richard Blaney’s 

prison cell in Frenzy. But this space also 

resonates with the empty theater in Stage 

Fright, emblematic of Jonathan’s interior‑

ity. The space in which Arbogast is trapped 

comes alive, in effect, as an inner space.

The overhead shot sets us up for the 

sudden entrance of the murderer. Its static 

framing does not allow us to anticipate the 

precise instant of the attack. It is a startling 

shock when the violins again emit their 

bloodcurdling shriek and a knife‑wielding 

figure emerges through the open door, 

rushes over to Arbogast, and without hesi‑

tation stabs him viciously. This time, the 

murderer appears uninterested in theater 

or instruction: killing alone appears to be 

on the killer’s mind.

There follows a cut to Arbogast, his face 

already flecked with blood. His eyes widen 

and he opens his mouth to cry out. As he 

falls backward, arms flailing wildly, the 

floor quickly rises up toward the camera, 

which keeps a constant distance from him.
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The vertiginous effect of this shot 
expresses Arbogast’s frightful sensation 
of falling, his realization that he is dying, 
and his terror at the vision of the mur‑
derer, which is withheld from us. Part of 
the shrewdness of the prior cut to the 
overhead setup is that it allows us to wit‑
ness the attack without obtaining a clear 
view of the murderer and yet also without 
getting the impression that such a view is 
being withheld deliberately.

Arbogast falls onto the rug, and what 
appears to be a woman leaps on top of 
him.

There is a cut to a shot, devoid of 
human figures, that contains a picture 
hanging on the wall, a wall lamp, and 
the reflection of the lamp contained in 
the frame‑within‑the‑frame of a mirror. 
A knife rises into the frame, blocking our 
view of the mirror, as the scene fades  
out.

Psycho’s central mystery has been 
revealed. We will not be satisfied until we 
see for ourselves the vision glimpsed by 
the dying Arbogast.

Hitchcock now gives us a series of brief 
scenes to prepare for his finale.

Sam and Lila express concern that 
Arbogast has not returned. Sam goes to 
check out the Bates Motel for himself.

From Lila, backlit and facing the cam‑
era, there is a dissolve to Norman in 
extreme long shot, contemplating the 
swamp. (This is the first suggestion of a 
magical connection between Norman and 
Lila.) Offscreen, Sam’s voice shouts Arbo‑
gast’s name, and the camera moves in on 
Norman as he turns.

Then we go from Norman, looking into 
the camera, to Lila in the store. (This dis‑
solve resonates with the cut from Norman 
in the kitchen, looking into the camera, to 
Marion at the table before she takes her 
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shower.) Lila and Marion are connected in 
Norman’s eyes. And when she steps toward 
the camera so that she becomes framed in 
silhouette, Lila’s link with another figure as 
well is suggested: this shot clearly echoes 
Marion’s view when the murderer pulls 
open the shower curtain.

Through Lila’s mediation, we are des‑
tined to penetrate Norman’s private world. 
Lila is to play a role in Norman’s life 
related to the role played by the murderer 
in Marion’s life. Although Lila is barely 
sketched as a character, her role in Psy-

cho is of the greatest importance. Other‑
wise, would Hitchcock have entrusted this  
part to Vera Miles, The Wrong Man’s  
Rose and Hitchcock’s original choice 
to play Judy/Madeleine in Vertigo? It  
deepens our appreciation of Psycho to 
think of Lila as another incarnation  
of those figures.

Sam joins Lila, and they resolve to visit 
Deputy Sheriff Al Chambers. The ensuing 
scene at Sheriff Chambers’s home pro‑
vides some comic relief and serves the 
purposes of exposition. Prodded by Sam 
and Lila, Chambers calls Norman on the 
phone and is told that Arbogast came and left. When Lila, disbeliev‑
ing, asks about the mother, the sheriff drops a bombshell: “Norman 
Bates’ mother has been dead and buried in Greenlawn Cemetery the 
past ten years. Missus Bates poisoned the guy she was . . . involved 
with . . . when she found out he was married, then took a help‑
ing of the same stuff herself. Strychnine. Ugly way to die.” The  
wife adds, confidentially, “Norman found them dead together. 
In bed.” Then who was the old woman Sam saw in the window? 
And who is buried in Greenlawn Cemetery? (This latter question, 
posed by the skeptical Sheriff Chambers, is a textbook case of a 
red herring.)

We next see Norman going from the office to the house, then up 
the stairs. He leaves the frame, and we hear his voice offscreen: “Now, 
mother, I’m going to . . .” Then the mother’s voice: “I am sorry, boy, 
but you do manage to look ludicrous when you give me orders.” Now 
the camera begins to rise on its own. “Please, mother . . .” “No! I’ll 
not hide in the fruit cellar.” “He came after the girl and now someone 
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will come after him. Mother, please. It’s 
just for a few days.” “In that dark, damp 
fruit cellar? No!”

The camera has been moving up and 
circling all this time, so that we now view 
the landing from above. It holds this fram‑
ing, which exactly reprises the framing of 
the attack on Arbogast. “Norman, what do 
you think you’re doing? Don’t touch me! 
Don’t! Norman!” Viewed from high above, 
Norman comes out the door, his mother 
slung over his shoulder.

“Put me down!” The scene fades out 
over the sound of church bells, which 
invokes Mrs. Bates’s supposed death, 
hence the mystery of her continuing life, 
and provides a lead into the next passage.

Over the sound of bells, there is a 
fade‑in on the front of a church. Services are letting out. Al Cham‑
bers tells Sam that he went out to the motel earlier in the morning. 
“I know you’re not the seeing‑illusions type, but no woman was there 
and I don’t believe in ghosts.” Mrs. Chambers invites them for din‑
ner later. After the Chamberses leave, Sam reluctantly agrees to Lila’s 
suggestion that they go to the motel. There is a dissolve to Sam and 
Lila in a car. They will pretend to be husband and wife, register, then 
nose around.

Norman looks out from a window of the old house. There is a cut 
to his view of the motel, then to Lila in front of the motel office, her 
back to us. Norman’s gaze hovers over this frame: throughout the 
next sequence, Norman and Lila are mysteriously coupled, and our 
sympathies are divided between them. We have encountered fram‑
ings like this before: her back to the camera, Lila at the same time 
possesses the frame and is the object of the camera’s gaze. Again 
and again in this sequence, Lila is turned away from the camera in 
this way.

Norman joins Lila and Sam, and they go into the office, where 
Sam’s and Lila’s reflections are framed in the mirror that had reflect‑
ed Arbogast and Marion. This setup is alternated with a setup that 
frames Lila, her back to the camera.

Sam and Lila go to their room, then sneak out to examine Marion’s 
cabin. Lila announces her plan: Sam will keep Norman occupied in 
the office as she goes to the house to speak to the old woman. Sam 
is worried that Norman can’t be held if he doesn’t want to be, but 
Lila’s unwittingly ironic assurance (“I can handle a sick old woman”) 
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persuades him to go along. The body of 
this climactic passage—it takes the form of 
a parallel‑edited suspense sequence, with 
Hitchcock cutting back and forth between 
the men in the motel office and Lila on 
her own—now begins.

Hitchcock films Lila’s approach to the 
old house by employing his technique 
of the traveling point‑of‑view shot, cut‑
ting back and forth between Lila and 
her views, the first cutaway to the motel 
office occurring when she enters the 
house. In the office, Sam leans forward 
on the counter, eclipsing his own mirror 
image. He grills Norman mercilessly, ask‑
ing deliberately embarrassing questions. 
We feel for Norman and are appalled by 
Sam’s brutal insensitivity. (For one thing, 
we have little sense that Sam is really acting out of concern for 
Marion. His cruelty seems primarily a matter of self‑gratification, 
like Cary Grant’s cruelty toward Claude Rains at the end of Noto-

rious.) Sam says, “You’re alone here, aren’t you? Drive me crazy.” 
Norman replies, “I think that would be rather an extreme reaction, 
don’t you?” When Sam answers, “Just an expression,” the camera 
cuts to Lila on the stairs. The discoveries Lila is about to make by 
her penetration of the privacy of Norman’s home indeed bear on 
the theme of aloneness, on the psychic cost of solitude, on the 
attendant threat of madness.

Standing once more with her back to the camera, Lila knocks on 
Mrs. Bates’s door. Receiving no response, she pushes the door open, 
and the camera cuts to her view of the bedroom.

Then there is an alternation between Lila and her views, first of an 
old‑fashioned sink, then of a fireplace and empty chair. At this point, 
the framing of the initial shot from Lila’s point of view is reprised, 
but now with Lila, her back to the camera, within the frame that had 
represented her own field of vision.

We have already encountered this device: the suggestion is that 
Lila has crossed a barrier, as if she has stepped into her own dream. 
Her back still to the camera, she looks at the old‑fashioned dress‑
es hanging in a wardrobe, then at the mother’s vanity. She walks 
toward it, and there is a closer view. A hairbrush—in The Wrong 

Man, Rose attacks Manny with just such a brush—rests on the van‑
ity beside a jewelry box bedecked with a pair of crossed hands cast 
in bronze. The camera tracks in quickly, registering these hands’ 
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solicitation of Lila’s gaze. In effect, these 

hands momentarily come alive, as if Mrs. 

Bates were present in this room and 
these were her living hands. We feel clos‑

er to Norman’s mother than at any other 

moment in the film. In this hallucinatory 
vision, the woman elsewhere invoked as 

a monster momentarily appears before 

us as human, capable of tenderness and 
love, a woman whose illness is a heart‑

breaking human tragedy. And Lila too, 

we take it, is touched. It is as if the ten‑
derness incarnated in these hands brings 

Lila back to her own solitude—there is 

no indication that Lila even thinks of 
marrying. If these hands momentarily 

bring Mrs. Bates to life, they also bring 

home to Lila—and to us—her deep bond 
with Marion, almost as if they appeared 

to be the hands of her own mother—that 

is, the mother of Lila and Marion. In this 
vision, the loss of Marion is inscribed. 

Now Lila knows in her heart that Marion 

is dead.
There is a cut to Lila, her back to the 

camera, looking down as if in meditation.

Presumably, she is absorbed in con‑
templation of the mystery incarnated in 

these hands: the mystery of the solitude 

into which human beings are born and 
from which they never escape, the mys‑

tery of love, the mystery of the continu‑

ity of generations. She is oblivious of 
her own reflection framed in the mirror. 

This reflection is itself doubled: within 

the mirror, a second mirror is reflected, 
and in this mirror there is a second reflection of Lila. The “real” 

Lila and her first reflection are face to face, although their lowered 

gazes do not meet. But the second reflection is turned away: turned 
away from the first reflection, from Lila in the flesh, and from the 

camera. This makes Lila’s second reflection the perfect double of 

the real Lila.
At one level, this framing registers Lila’s trancelike dissociation: 

as she contemplates the hands, she is absorbed within herself even 
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as she stands outside herself. It also reg‑

isters our separation from Lila, whose 

private meditation we cannot penetrate. 

She is once again object of our gaze, but, 

at the same time, this framing identifies 

us with her: viewing Lila, it is as if the 

screen were a mirror and we were view‑

ing ourselves. Indeed, this shot creates the 

specific impression that we are standing 

behind Lila, viewing her and also viewing 

over her shoulder the mirror reflection she 

does not see. That is, the first reflection 

represents Lila and the second reflection 

represents ourselves.

Suddenly, Lila starts, gasping audibly. 

She turns—the real Lila and Lila’s second 

reflection turn to face the camera, even 

as the second reflection turns away. Then 

there is a quick cut to the view that just 

startled her out of her absorption.

Lila sees her own reflection in the mir‑

ror. But the apparition that startled her 

also cannot be separated from Mrs. Bates: 

Lila’s reflection is framed within the moth‑

er’s mirror, which in the past framed Mrs. 

Bates’s reflection; standing before this 

mirror and looking into it. Lila occupies 

the mother’s place. In Lila’s vision and in her reflection, Mrs. Bates 

momentarily comes to life, as in Lila’s view of the hands. But has Lila 

taken possession of Mrs. Bates, or has Mrs. Bates taken possession 

of Lila? We do not know who the being framed in the mirror really 

is. Nor can we say whether, in this vision, our gaze really represents 

Lila’s or Mrs. Bates’s gaze.

Furthermore, it is not simply that this is a view of Lila’s reflection 

in the mirror. For the frame is equally divided between the mirror 

and the large shaded lamp contiguous to it. Indeed, in this frame the 

lamp and the mirror appear as aspects of a single thing, what I have 

called a composite. In the transition between the two shots, the lamp 

displaces the figure of Lila in the frame. The lamp is a surrogate of 

Lila, of Mrs. Bates, and also of ourselves. It is as if this lamp were 

itself looking into the mirror, viewing its own reflection. But of course 

this lamp may be looking not into the mirror, but out at whoever 

claims this view. Lila, framed in the mirror, appears as well to be 

looking out at the camera from within her frame‑within‑a‑frame, yet 
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she is only a reflection, possessed of no real gaze. But if this lamp’s 
gaze is real, what vision does it possess?

Then, too, if we can see this lamp as looking (whether gazing into 
the mirror or outward from within the frame), we can also see it 
as projecting the figure of Lila onto the frame‑within‑a‑frame. And 
we can see the lamp not as looking out at Lila or out at us, but as 
presenting itself—this vision of itself—to Lila and to us. That is, we 
can see this lamp not as a viewer like Lila or like ourselves, but as 

another incarnation of the source of our 
views and Lila’s, another incarnation of 
the sovereign agency represented by the 
shower head.

At this moment, Hitchcock cuts to a 
side view of Lila, who is relieved that what 
startled her was only a reflection of herself.

Yet her awakening signals another 
disquieting apparition. Lila turns to face 
the camera, which cuts to her view: the 
mother’s bed, a depression—the trace of 
a body—running down the middle. What 
Lila sees, the mark of a single body in a 
bed made for two, is a poetic image of 
solitude and absence, of sexuality denied.

The camera reframes with Lila as she 
goes to the bed and feels the depression. 
When she looks up, there is an abrupt cut 
back to Sam and Norman.

Sam says he doubts that Norman can 
really be happy alone in “this place.” Nor‑
man answers, “This place? This place hap‑
pens to be my only world. I grew up in 
that house up there. I had a very happy 
childhood. My mother and I were more 
than happy.” Norman’s defense moves us 
partly because we do not believe that he 
and his mother were ever happy, not to 

mention more than happy. Despite everything (for example, despite 
the fact that Hitchcock can seem to be playing Lila’s penetration of 
Norman’s “only world” mostly for chills), the poignancy of Norman’s 
clinging to his wishful fantasy of a happy childhood affects us. And 
again we sense that Lila, too, is attuned, as Sam is not, to this poi‑
gnancy. What follows illustrates the theme of “this place” as Norman’s 
only world and serves as a comment on the tragedy of human loneli‑
ness and on the camera’s power to expose, but its powerlessness to 
overcome, the condition of isolation that is its obsessive fascination.
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When the camera cuts back to Lila, she 
is opening the door to Norman’s bedroom. 
She sees that the room is empty but enters 
anyway. Her penetration of Norman’s 
world has taken on a life of its own. She 
has become fascinated by Norman’s iso‑
lation and by this closed‑off world into 
which no stranger has ever entered. From 
Lila, Hitchcock cuts to her view of a doll, a 
toy schoolhouse, and a model car, all jum‑
bled in a heap. We are shocked to see Nor‑
man’s room: it is a child’s room that could 
be a girl’s or a boy’s. Then there is a cut 
from Lila to a stuffed rabbit, which meets 
her gaze with a slight frown, as if this for‑
lorn creature were ashamed to be seen in 
a grown man’s room. Just as Lila’s glimpse 
of herself in the mirror signaled her first 
view of the mother’s bed, the stuffed rab‑
bit’s embarrassed gaze leads Lila to look 
at Norman’s bed. There follows a slightly 
different view of the rabbit, which places 
it clearly on a little boy’s single bunk. This 
shot, I take it, declares Norman’s virginity.

Lila next walks toward a phonograph, 
and we get her view of the record on the 
turntable.

It is strangely moving that the man/boy 
to whom “this place” is the whole world 
should listen to the “Eroica” Symphony. We 
imagine Beethoven’s music as animating 
Norman’s fantasy of possessing the world 
from within the isolation of this place. 
(Typically. Hitchcock’s musical references 
are to Beethoven, Wagner, and Mozart, as 
his literary references are to Shakespeare. 
And his libation of choice is brandy.) The 
next shot sustains this suggestion. Lila 
picks up a book from Norman’s bureau, a 
globe conspicuously placed in the frame 
lining Norman to Professor Jordan in The 

39 Steps. For all Norman’s apparent inno‑
cence, he dreams the Professor’s dream. 
Lila opens the book and looks inside. We 
wonder what book this might be. (Hitch-
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cock—The Murderous Gaze, perhaps?) But 
Hitchcock cuts—maddeningly—to Sam 
and Norman, withholding from us the 
view that consummates Lila’s penetration 
of Norman’s privacy.

Sam says, “I’ve been talking about 
your mother and this motel.” Suddenly, 
Norman is struck by Lila’s absence. It 
dawns on him that he has stepped into a 
trap. A cut away to Lila, descending the 
stairs; then back again to Sam and Nor‑
man locked in a violent struggle. Norman 
eclipses Sam in the frame, knocks him 
out, and runs toward the house.

Through a curtained window, Lila 
sees Norman approaching. The moment 
Hitchcock cuts to the next shot—the 
downstairs of the house, Lila small in 
the background, behind the //// of the 
staircase—we know there is a region that 
must beckon her.

As when Melanie tiptoes upstairs in 
the middle of the night in The Birds, we 
feel like shouting out, warning Lila not to 
hide in the stairwell appearing in the left 
foreground of the frame. Of course, in a 
way we also want her to go there, then to 
go down into the fruit cellar where Nor‑
man keeps hidden his “sick old mother.”

As we knew she would be, Lila is 
drawn to these stairs. When Norman first 
goes upstairs and disappears from view, 
the camera cuts to her, as it were “behind 
bars,” the framing dominated by the ////.

Perhaps Lila could escape if she now 
made a break for the front door. But as 
soon as we are given her view of the 
arched doorway to the cellar, we know 
that Lila will descend the steps to com‑
plete her search, at whatever risk.

And the moment Lila views this door, 
she knows that Mrs. Bates is in the  
cellar at the bottom of the stairs. It is as 
if Norman’s mother calls upon Lila to 
descend. But it is also as if the entrance 
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to the fruit cellar is conjured by Lila’s 
imagination.

Lila peers in through the cellar door and 
sees another door, which leads to an inner 
chamber. This one opens with a creak, and 
something catches her eye. Hitchcock cuts 
to what compels Lila’s gaze: a woman in 
a chair, her back to the camera—hence, 
Lila’s double in the frame—lit by a bare 
bulb hanging from the ceiling.

“Mrs. Bates” and this light form yet 
another composite. In the reverse back to 
Lila, the light is at the upper left, bridg‑
ing these two frames and making them 
symmetrical.

Lila has finally arrived at the end of her 
search. She steps forward and says hesi‑
tantly, “Missus Bates . . .” The camera cuts 
to the woman, framed in medium shot 
with her back still to the camera, the spi‑
raled bun of her drawn‑back hair in the 
exact center of the frame. From the left. 
Lila’s hand enters, touches the woman’s 
shoulder, then quickly withdraws. The 
woman begins to turn around and there is 
a cut to a closer view. She completes her 
turn and her face does a little jiggle, as if to 
say, “Well, here I am! Your search is over!” 
We are shocked to see a mummy’s face; its 
withered flesh barely covers the bones, and 
its jaws are locked in a death’s head grin.

In the face of this ghoulish apparition, 
Lila screams and draws her hand violently 
back, accidently knocking the bulb. Then 
there is a cut to the swinging light.
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For the remainder of the sequence, the swinging will continue, 
alternately darkening the frame and lighting it with harsh glare. In 
the shower murder sequence, the camera moved in to identify the 
shower curtain with the movie screen. Now the flickering caused by 
the swinging bulb makes the inner chamber of the fruit cellar into a 
movie theater—a stand‑in for the room in which, even now, Psycho 
is being screened.

The woman who was going to answer all questions is quite dead. 
Yet Lila’s terror reveals that she is gripped by the illusion that the 
withered mummy is alive and indeed possesses a power against 
which, unaided, she cannot hope to prevail. In Lila’s nightmarish 
vision—is it also real?—it is the figure of death who has turned to 
meet her gaze, in a dramatic gesture kin to the Professor’s when he 
raises his hand into Hannay’s view and thereby unmasks himself. 
Here, “Mrs. Bates” unveils herself to Lila. Or is it that death, having 
claimed both Mrs. Bates and Marion, now steps forward to claim 
Lila, too? Lila thought she penetrated “this place” unobserved, but 
death was lying in wait for her, knowing she would step into the trap.

There is a cut from the swinging globe 
to Lila, who is turned away. Momentarily 
her terror subsides, and she turns again 
to the mummified face. We can see, in 
Lila’s turning back to look, a return to 
reason, a breaking of the spell, a realiza‑
tion that this corpse’s power is only illu‑
sory. But we can also take Lila’s turning 
to reveal the depth of her fascination, as 
though she acknowledges the sovereign 
gaze of the death’s head and subjects 
herself to its will. This turning suggests 
the fantastic possibility that an encoun‑
ter will now take place between the liv‑
ing and the dead. But the moment the 
light from the swinging bulb falls flush 
on Lila’s open‑mouthed face, her eyes fix 
on another sight.

Hitchcock cuts to the open doorway 
leading to the outer cellar. As if cued by 
the camera or even conjured by it, Nor‑
man, dressed as a woman, wearing a 
woman’s wig, makes an entrance, accom‑
panied by shrieking violins. Or is this fig‑
ure, brandishing a knife, eyes filled with 
murder, really not Norman acting the part 
of his mother, but the mother herself, 
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possessed of her son’s body? Evidently, this is the vision that sent 

Arbogast reeling. But while Arbogast was attacked immediately—his 

reaction was of no interest to his murderer—Norman/mother pauses 
dramatically at a distance from Lila and holds a menacing pose. Lila, 

who undertook to penetrate the most private recesses of “this place,” 

Norman’s world, has been singled out as audience for this theatrical 
gesture. If this is to be a scene of murder, it is no ordinary killing. Like 

Handel Fane when he enters Sir John’s view at the circus, and like 

Uncle Charles when he reveals his true face to young Charlie on the 
train, the being standing unmasked before Lila demands acknowl‑

edgment. But there is an irreducible ambiguity to the moment. If 

this is not Norman but the dead mother who has taken possession of 
her son, the gesture is Mrs. Bates’s demonstration of her power. Then 

Norman is merely a creature of the mummy, an actor in a piece of 

theater he has not authored, and which mocks him as it mocks Lila. 
On the other hand, if this is really Norman acting a role, then he is 

calling upon Lila to acknowledge that it is he who wields the power 

of life and death. His gesture, which mocks Lila for believing the 
dead can live, also mocks his mother, who has no more hold on him.

Hitchcock cuts back to Lila, the swinging bulb making her face 

flash black and white like Marion’s face when she was transfixed 
by her private film. Then we return to Lila’s vision. In a frame that 

sustains the alternation of shadow and glare, Norman steps forward 

and Sam suddenly comes through the open door and lunges to take 
the knife away. The anguish on Norman’s face registers, I take it, not 

only the physical exertion and pain of his struggle with Sam, but 

also a conflict within himself. The wig is almost completely pulled 
from his head: before our eyes. Nor‑

man’s mother undergoes metamorphosis, 

moults, painfully sheds a skin. But this is 
also yet another of the film’s images of 

birth: Norman emerges from this wig as 

from a shell or cocoon or womb. We can‑
not say whether Norman struggles to keep 

from being stripped of his costume or to 

be freed from it. Norman’s inner struggle, 
we might say, is between a part of him‑

self that wishes to be born and a part of 

himself that wishes to avoid the trauma of 
birth. Or we might say that we are witness‑

ing a struggle between Norman and the 

spirit that possesses him.
The camera cuts away again to Lila, 

uncomprehending yet spellbound, then to 

a longer view of the struggle.
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Finally, Norman’s wig drops to the 
floor, his whole costume begins to fall 
away, and Sam decisively gains the upper 
hand. My impression, however, is that 
Norman is not vanquished but overcome 
when he loses the will to continue his 
struggle. Like the lodger at bay, Norman 
breaks down.

The next shot is the penultimate one 
of the sequence: the wig on the floor, flashing white and black, fill‑
ing the frame like the drain/eye at the end of the shower murder 
sequence.

At one level, this shot sums up the mystery of the film, the mys‑
tery of Norman/mother. Norman’s fetish, nakedly exposed, inscribes 
a vision of the mother’s womanhood that is also a vision of a terrify‑
ing threat to Norman’s manhood. This shot identifies what inevitably 
separates Norman from his mother; the wig on the floor proclaims 
Norman’s failure to become his mother or to bring her back to life. 
Or has Norman after all succeeded in overcoming the separation 
between this woman and himself? Has he assumed command of 
death in Psycho’s world and succeeded in effecting his own rebirth? 
Perhaps the wig on the floor proclaims Norman’s triumph.

The hypnotic flashing underscores this symbolically charged shot, 
making its presentation more emphatic. And the flashing, which 
invokes cinema, is itself symbolically charged. It suggests that the 
wig‑fetish possesses black and white, “bad” and “good,” dead and liv‑
ing, destructive and creative aspects, that it represents an irreducible 
duality. Or is it that this flashing only casts a spell in which what is 
lifeless appears to come alive, in which an illusion of magic is con‑
jured? The following shot, the final one of the sequence, is a reprise 
of the shot of the grinning death’s head—but with the frame flashing 
black and white and divorced from Lila’s point‑of‑view. This shot sug‑
gests that our view of the wig was from the mummy’s perspective. 
In retrospect, our view of the swinging bulb is likewise disclosed as 
representing the gaze emanating from these empty eye sockets. “Mrs. 
Bates,” like Marion, like Lila, like us, is a viewer, held spellbound as if 
by a film. Indeed, what Mrs. Bates’s empty eye sockets view are the 
very views that hold us in thrall. The mummy’s “private film” and 
Psycho, the film that is casting its spell over us, cannot be separated. 
This withered corpse is one of Hitchcock’s definitive representations 
of his films’ viewers. We are this mother who commands death, and 
is possessed by death, in the world of Psycho.

The flickering caused by the swinging lamp alternately fills the 
eye sockets with light and engulfs them in darkness, creating a diz‑
zying effect. Then is our vertigo in the face of this vision also that 
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of Mrs. Bates as she is enthralled by her 
private film? But this dead face also bears 
a grin. If this death’s head represents us, 
it also represents a being who rules sov‑
ereign over this world and to whom the 
world’s fate is no more than a joke. The 
dead mother is the author of the script 
that climaxes in Lila’s fascination, Nor‑
man’s theatrical entrance, Sam’s interven‑
tion, Norman’s breakdown, the mummy’s grin.

Within the world of Psycho, the vision of the death’s head represents 
no one’s point of view. It is ours and ours alone. Then who or what 
presents this vision to us? Specifically, does the mummy present itself 
to the camera, commanding its gaze? Or does the camera frame this 
death’s head without its knowledge or authorization? Do we have the 
last laugh, or are we the butt of the mummy’s private joke? Psycho 

gives us no unambiguous answers to these questions about the death’s 
head’s relationship to the camera, which are also questions about the 
dead mother’s relationship, and Norman’s relationship, to Hitchcock 
and to us. Is this also Hitchcock’s grin, and is it addressed to us?

If this figure framed by the camera presents itself to us as the 
figure of death, its grin must be announcing that we are about to 
die. But this grinning death’s head—an old chestnut if ever there was 
one—represents no real threat to us. The only imaginable fulfillment 
of this grin’s threat would be if the film’s author, murder in his eyes, 
were now to step forward within the space of the theater in which 
we sit spellbound, were now to cross the barrier between Psycho’s 
world and our own. But the limits of film have been reached. Like 
a nightmare that has exhausted the dreamer’s ability to hold death 
at bay, this scene can go no farther. What follows both is and is not 
its real continuation. Nothing disavows the finality of this vision of 
death. And it is not only that Psycho declares this vision to be one 
its ending does not and cannot disavow; Psycho declares that the 
vision penetrates to the heart of every film that authentically taps the 
source of the power of the “art of pure cinema.” The scene dissolves 
to the front of the county courthouse, the presence of a television 
news truck testifying to the publicity that now attends the Bates case.

Of all Hitchcock’s meaningful dissolves, this may be the most pro‑
found. What Hitchcock superimposes over the death’s head, sum‑
ming up the ambiguous status of its murderous gaze, is the //// that 
is his most cryptic, private symbol for the screen, the barrier that 
cannot be crossed yet is no real barrier at all.

There is a cut to the office of the chief of police. Lila, Sam, Sheriff 
Chambers, the district attorney, the police chief, and several other 
functionaries are in attendance. On Chambers’s “If anyone gets any 
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answers, it’ll be the psychiatrist,” the 
notable in question enters. He begins 
to relate what he calls the whole story, 
which he says he got not from Norman 
but from Norman’s mother.

Now to understand it the way I understood it, 

hearing it from the mother—that is, from the 

mother half of Norman’s mind—you’d have to 

go back ten years, to the time Norman murdered 

his mother and her lover. Now, he was already dangerously disturbed, had been 

ever since his father died. His mother was a clinging, demanding woman, and 

for years the two of them lived as though there were no one else in the world. 

Then she met a man, and it seemed to Norman that she threw him over for 

this man. That pushed him over the line and he killed them both. Matricide 

is the most unbearable crime of all. Most unbearable to the son who commits 

it. So he had to erase the crime, at least in his own mind. He stole her corpse. 

A weighted coffin was buried. He hid the body in the fruit cellar, even treated 

it so it would keep as well as it would keep. And that still wasn’t enough. She 

was there, but she was a corpse. So he began to think and speak for her, give 

her half his life, so to speak. At times he could be both personalities, carry‑

ing on conversations. At other times, the mother half took over completely. 

He was never all Norman, but he was often only mother. And because he 

was so pathologically jealous of her, he assumed that she was as jealous of 

him. Therefore, if he felt a strong attraction to any other woman, the mother 

side of him would go wild. When he met your sister, he was touched by her, 

aroused by her. He wanted her. That set off the jealous mother, and mother 

killed the girl. After the murder, Norman covered up all traces of the crime he 

was convinced his mother had committed. He was simply doing everything he 

could to keep alive the illusion of his mother’s being alive. And when reality 

came too close, when danger or desire threatened that illusion, he dressed 

up, even to a cheap wig he’d bought. He’d walk around the house, sit in her 

chair, speak in her voice. He tried to be his mother. And, uh, now . . . he is. 

Now that’s what I meant when I said I got the story from the mother. You see, 

when the mind houses two personalities, there’s always a conflict. A battle. 

In Norman’s case, the battle is over, and the dominant personality has won. 

These were crimes of passion, not profit.

This psychiatrist seizes the limelight, chews up the scenery, and 
plays his role to the hilt. He is an unappealing character, smug and 
self‑satisfied, who appears completely unmoved by the fates of Mar‑
ion and Norman. Just as we doubt Graham’s word when he assures 
Charlie that he knows, we doubt that the psychiatrist really has the 
whole story. Indeed, his account cannot be the whole story, any more 
than “The Inner History of the Baring Case” can be the whole story 
of the events at the heart of Murder! For it does not acknowledge 
the camera’s presence and agency, to which the film’s final images 
decisively return us. The psychiatrist’s performance sets up Psycho’s 
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devastating ending, which poses the mystery of the real identity and 
nature of “Norman Bates,” the mystery the psychiatrist claims to 
explain away.

How can the psychiatrist’s account not awaken our skepticism? 
He claims authority because he received his story firsthand from 
“the mother half of Norman.” But not having been witnesses to their 
encounter, we do not know what in his account comes directly from 
“mother” and what derives from his own interpretations of “her” 
words—interpretations by a man whose authority we have neither 
inclination nor reason to credit. Hence, we may entertain doubts 
about all parts of his story without calling “mother’s” own testimony 
into question. But then, too, not having witnessed the encounter, we 
have only the psychiatrist’s own assurance that Mrs. Bates’s testimony 
was sincere. We have no reason to believe that the psychiatrist is 
“not capable of being made a fool of, not even by a woman.” Maybe 
this woman sold him a bill of goods. But, perhaps more important, 
we cannot simply take for granted that the psychiatrist is right even 
about the identity of the being whose testimony he received.

The psychiatrist believes he got the story not from Norman him‑
self (Norman no longer exists, he believes), not from Norman’s real 
mother (who is dead), but from “the mother half of Norman’s mind.” 
That is, from a being projected by Norman’s imagination in the image 
of his mother (that is, as he imagines his mother to be, which is 
compounded of what he wishes her to be and what he dreads she 
might be), a being Norman takes—and that takes itself—really to be 
Norman’s mother. But in two ways the psychiatrist might be wrong 
about the source of his testimony. Norman could be possessed from 
beyond the grave by his real mother. (The psychiatrist assumes that 
the dead cannot really possess the living, and we do not believe that 
there are such things as ghosts. But within the world of a film, the 
opposition between the natural and the supernatural breaks down. 
For the camera represents a supernatural agency to the denizens of 
the film’s world, to whom we and Hitchcock alike are ghosts. And all 
the camera’s subjects, fixed and projected onto the screen, are sus‑
pended like ghosts between death and life.) Also, Norman could be 
only acting, captive to no illusion, fully aware that “mother” is only a 
role. The psychiatrist is confident that he can recognize acting when 
he sees it. But surely he could have been taken in by a performance, 
as were Marion, Arbogast, Sheriff Chambers, Sam, and Lila before 
him. Perhaps we, too, have been taken in by Norman and may be 
about to be deceived one last time.

We are not called upon to accept the psychiatrist’s authority. Yet his 
account does contain revelations with which we must come to terms. 
The blockbuster among them, of course, is that Norman murdered his 
mother in a jealous rage and then desperately attempted to deny to 
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himself the reality of his monstrous crime. We cannot simply assume 
that this “revelation” is true. The sheriff’s original story—that Nor‑
man’s mother killed her lover when she found out he was married, 
then poisoned herself, with Norman discovering both bodies in bed—
cannot summarily be dismissed. For all we know, Norman was unable 
to accept his mother’s guilt and denied her capacity for murder by 
taking this guilt upon himself. But whether or not Norman poisoned 
his mother, the real authorship of the scene of her death and the real 
nature of that scene are issues that remain studded with ambiguities 
and paradoxes undreamed of by the psychiatrist’s philosophy.

For example, Shadow of a Doubt and Strangers on a Train sug‑
gest an alternative picture of the killing. Norman may already have 
been possessed by “mother.” Killing his mother, Norman may have 
taken himself to be—and may have been—performing his mother’s 
own killing for her; he may have acted as the instrument of her will, 
as in Strangers on a Train Bruno acts as Guy’s agent. In the face 
of her husband’s death and her lover’s treachery, Norman’s mother 
must have felt condemned to unfulfilled longing for satisfaction and 
love. Then perhaps she called upon Norman—or did he only imagine 
this?—to grant her the gift of death, to release her from her curse. Or 
is it that the killing was meant to fulfill her wish to be reborn, to be 
granted a new life freed from her curse? Was her killing conceived, 
then, not as an act of murder but as an act of creation? Was this act 
intended to bring mother back to life, released from her womanhood, 
and to allow Norman also to be reborn, freed from the terrifying task 
of achieving manhood?

The psychiatrist sees the emergence of the “mother half” as threat‑
ening the obliteration, the annihilation, of Norman’s self. But perhaps 
his creation of “mother,” which is also his creation of himself, rep‑
resents Norman’s triumph. The authorship by which he undoes his 
mother’s curse could be “mother’s” triumph as well; it could also be 
his triumph over her, his attainment of vengeance. And if Norman 
avenges himself on his mother, it may have been for her unforgivable 
act of “throwing him over” for another man. Or it may have been 
for possessing desire at all and thereby betraying the order to which 
Norman remains dedicated. The psychiatrist assumes that Norman 
wished to possess his mother sexually and killed her in a jealous 
rage. But Norman’s act may also have been an expression of dis‑
dain for a woman who disgusted him, who failed to acknowledge his 
vision, and who could not overcome her sexuality. Perhaps in killing 
his mother, and in allowing “mother” to be reborn within himself, 
Norman mocks her sexual nature as well as his own.

In the psychiatrist’s account, “mother” kills Marion in a fit of jeal‑
ous rage. This suggests that she remains a creature of desire after 
all, that she has not fundamentally changed. And we have, indeed, 
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witnessed scenes in which “mother” goads Norman to the verge 
of repeating the original act of matricide. Yet what if Norman, not 
“mother,” killed Marion? The psychiatrist asserts that Marion aroused 
Norman’s desire, and we ourselves saw her dismiss him as a poten‑
tial lover. Then did he kill her in a rage when she aroused his desire 
and then refused to satisfy it? But we also saw Norman’s disdain for 
Marion. Perhaps Norman killed her as an expression of his disgust for 
a woman who is, like his mother, only a creature of her appetite. In 
any case, this line of thought upholds the sugges tion that if Marion 
was killed by Norman, she died in “mother’s” place, that her killing 
represents a repetition of the original matricide. Norman’s killing of 
his mother gave rise to a series of killings that threatened to go on 
forever but now appears to have come to an end.

In a sense, Norman found himself called upon to repeat the kill‑
ing of his mother again and again. It could be argued that this act 
had to be repeated because the order of creation to which it was 
dedicated is an unnatural one, the act representing a necessarily 
futile attempt to deny a nature that, in the form of uncontrollable 
desire and revulsion, continually reasserted itself. Every time Nor‑
man’s appetite awakened, it had to be denied anew. But it could also 
be argued that Norman repeated the original killing not because it 
denied his appetite, but because he hungers for these murders that 
are also acts of creation. Norman has tasted blood, and his hobby 
of stuffing things is what he lives for, what alone gives him pleasure, 
fulfills him. His stuffed birds are his trophies, his creations, the natu‑
ral expression of his form of life, his art. “Mother” was, perhaps, the 
first and until now the most ambitious of his works, but he has just 
completed his masterpiece, a work that closes out his authorship. He 
has created himself. This time, the bird he has stuffed is the phoenix.

In Rope, Brandon (John Dall)—collaborating with Philip (Farley 
Granger), who does his bidding—kills a young man in a murderous 
act he conceives in purely aesthetic terms. He keeps the body in a 
trunk until he can properly dispose of it. But the creator is not satis‑
fied that his work of art is complete and conceives of a perfect fin‑
ish to his masterpiece: he invites his friends, including the boy’s own 
father, to a dinner party and serves dinner from the top of the trunk. 
This is the artist’s signature, the cream of the jest (as a line in Noto-

rious would have it). Yet still he is not satisfied. His work remains 
unrecognized and unappreciated. He invites his old professor (James 
Stewart), whose theories about the prerogatives of superior men origi‑
nally inspired him. The professor’s arrival at the party sets in motion 
a chain of events that leads inevitably to the realization of what his 
student has done and his climactic gesture of opening the trunk.

Marion Crane is totally unable to appreciate Norman’s creations. 
His disdain for her, at one level, is that of an artist for a contemptible 
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critic. Nor is the psychiatrist, for all the pride he takes in his powers 
of analysis, fit to criticize Norman’s work. In my view, he falls for 
Norman’s deception and fails to recognize Norman’s triumph. When 
Dall completes his masterwork, he knows that there is someone in 
his world capable of acknowledging his creation. But there is no 
James Stewart character in the world of Psycho, no one capable of 
understanding who Norman is or appreciating what he has achieved. 
As I have suggested, the scene with the psychiatrist sets up Psycho’s 
ending, which completes its brilliant design. We are called upon to 
recognize (if we can) and acknowledge (if we dare) the nature of 
Norman’s—and Hitchcock’s—creation. But to do so, we have to open 
the trunk for ourselves.

As the psychiatrist takes out a cigarette, his performance over, a 
policeman comes in from the hall. “He feels a little chill. Can I bring 
him this blanket?” The camera cuts to the hallway, where the police‑
man with the blanket, accompanied by a second policeman, walks 
down the corridor, the camera following. The first policeman enters 
a room at the end of the hall, passing out of our view. The second 
leaves the scene when his companion reemerges and closes the door 
behind him. First directing a disgusted look to the camera, he looks 
into the room through the window on the door. Then there is a cut to 
what we take to be his view: Norman wrapped in the blanket, sitting 
in a chair against a blank wall. The bottom of this frame is masked 
to suggest the borders of the window through which the policeman 

is viewing, the mask also linking this view 
to Norman’s view through the peephole 
and to the panning movement from 
Marion’s dead body to the drain. This 
represents the barrier between the space 
inside, where Norman/“mother” sits, and 
the space outside, where the policeman 
watches.4

The camera begins to track in, implying 
that our view is not literally the guard’s, 
although the mask is retained. His view‑
ing in only a pretext for this declaration 
of the camera, this invocation of the bar‑
rier between the world of the film and 
the “real” world in which Psycho enthralls 
us. As the cam era moves in slowly until 
it frames Norman in medium closeup 
(looking miserable, but with no particular 
expression focused on his/her face), we 
hear a woman’s voice offscreen.
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It’s sad when a mother has to speak the words 
that condemn her own son. I couldn’t allow 
them to believe I would commit murder. They’ll 
put him away now as I should have years ago. 
He was always bad and in the end he intended 
to tell them I killed those girls and that man. As 
if I could do anything except just stare like one 
of his stuffed birds. Oh, they know I can’t even 
move a finger and I won’t. I’ll just sit here and 
be quiet just in case they do suspect me. They’re 
probably watching me. Well, let them. Let them 
see what kind of a person I am.

If we take the being framed by the camera at this moment to be 
“mother,” then we take this voice—representing “mother’s” private 
thoughts, her inner speech—not to be imagined (like Marion’s voic‑
es as she sat behind the wheel of her car) but real (like the voices 
Marion overheard coming from the old house). Then this voice rep‑
resents “mother’s” real thoughts as she reflects on the possibility that 
even now “they” are viewing and resolves to be passive in the face 
of “their” gaze. She grants “them” an audience. Of course, within the 
world of the film, she is now being viewed: the revolted policeman, 
looking in through the window, is the real incarnation of the watch‑
ers she conjures in her mind. But the guard’s gaze mediates our view. 
True, she imagines “them” as viewing her, not as having access to her 
thoughts—but how are we to understand our access to her conscious‑
ness? Does it violate “mother’s” innermost privacy? (To be sure, what 
this vantage seems to allow us to discover is “mother’s” sincere belief 
in her own innocence—and her apparently sincere belief that she is 
separate from Norman, even from what the psychiatrist calls “the 
mother half of Norman’s mind.”) Or do we not simply “overhear” this 
inner voice but listen to words that are addressed to us? She would 
then be granting us, in effect, audience to her confession.

We may also take the being we are viewing to be not “mother” 
but Norman. Then this voice would be performing a dramatic mono‑
logue, a theatrical speech that constitutes a scene conjured within 
Norman’s imagination. Then Norman—the actor who performs this 
speech and its secret author—would be sitting as silent spectator 
within the theater of his own consciousness. In any case, our access 
to this voice separates us from the revolted policeman. But there is 
a fundamental ambiguity to our role. We cannot say whether our 
presence violates Norman’s privacy or whether he welcomes us into 
the audience for this scene projected from within himself.

On the words, “Let them see what kind of person I am,” 
Norman/“mother” looks down at something below the frame line.
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As the voice continues (“Why, I’m not 
even going to swat that fly”), there is a cut 
to a closeup, from Norman’s/“mother’s” 
point of view, of a hand with a fly on it.

This cut sums up the ambigui‑
ties attending our access to the inner 
voice. It breaks completely with the 
policeman’s point of view and assumes 
Norman’s/“mother’s” perspective. And 
the cut places itself at the service of 
“mother’s” demonstration of her inno‑
cence: to be properly swayed by this evi‑
dence of her fundamental passivity, they 
have to see the fortunate fly at issue. 
The gaze “mother’s” words invoke must 
be granted access to the view framed by 
the camera. Then are we, and not the 
policeman, really the “them” imagined 
by “mother”?

When we return to Norman/“mother,” 
the mask at the bottom of the frame is 
gone.

We have crossed the barrier from out‑
side to inside. Our safety curtain has been 
removed. We are in this being’s presence as 
the offscreen voice completes its speech: 
“I hope they are watching. They’ll see. 
They’ll see and they’ll know and they’ll 
say, ‘Why, she wouldn’t even harm a fly!’ ” 
At this moment, Norman/“mother” looks 
up directly at the camera and smiles.

If this is “mother’s” grin, the joke it reg‑
isters is at “their” expense. They believe 
they know what kind of a person she real‑
ly is. But they are very easy to deceive. 
Not that this grin reveals that “mother” 

is murderous by nature. What it reveals is that her nature remains 
cloaked in a mystery they cannot fathom. And this look to the camera 
inscribes knowledge of our presence: “mother” possesses our gaze 
in her own. Then does her grin let us in on her joke, allowing that 
we know her as they never could? Or is the joke a private one from 
which we are pointedly excluded? Are we, indeed, its real butt? To 
take for granted that we are separate from them in “mother’s” eyes 
would be to step into her trap. Such presumption above all must 
make “mother” laugh.
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But if this is Norman’s grin, it registers a joke at “mother’s” 
expense. She vows absolute passivity, embraces that nightmarish 
condition from which Diana recoiled. She believes she can triumph 
by denying her life to the world. But there is no escape from the 
death‑in‑life she embraces. “Mother’s” embracing of this condition 
completes Norman’s revenge even as it absolves him of guilt; “moth‑
er” has taken her own death upon herself. Norman grins in appre‑
ciation of this fiendish twist and at his own brilliance in effecting it. 
But Norman’s grin also inscribes knowledge of our presence. In it, 
he declares that the last laugh is his. The joke is on “mother.” And 
the joke is also on us.

Whether we attribute this look to Nor‑
man or to “mother,” then, it incarnates 
knowledge of our vision, hence a posses‑
sion of the camera’s framings. It declares 
a bond with the camera, a complicity with 
its agency. Then the joke this grin regis‑
ters cannot be separated from the brilliant 
stroke Hitchcock has just pulled off (the 
cutaway to the hand and fly that allows the 
safety curtain to be removed without call‑
ing our attention to it). Indeed, this grin 
registers a joke that cannot be separated 
from the entire series of views, framed by 
the camera, that constitute Psycho. Who‑
ever this figure projected onto the screen 
is, it is also a mask for the author of Psy-

cho; it is one of Hitchcock’s stuffed birds. 
The grin fixes itself indelibly on our vision 
of Psycho’s author. Again we must ask 
whether Hitchcock lets us in on Psycho’s 
joke or whether his film is a joke at our 
expense.

At this moment. Hitchcock superim‑
poses the grinning death’s head over Nor‑
man’s; “mother’s” face. Simultaneous with 
this superimposition, there is a dissolve 
to Marion’s car being pulled out of the 
swamp, trunk first, by a clanking chain.

This extraordinary gesture unmasks 
Norman/“mother,” discloses this subject of 
the camera to be claimed by death, even 
to represent death. It is death that presides 
over Psycho’s world; it is the film’s burden 
to bring death, at least to wish death, on 
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those who behold it. Psycho prophesies our death, announces to us 
what we already know, that we are fated to die. In this unmasking, 
Hitchcock also asserts his separation from the being who has just 
claimed the camera’s framings for his her own. He calls upon us to 
acknowledge our community with him. We, too, are mortal.

Then the graphic pattern of the opening titles is reprised and 
the image quickly fades out, the film ending abruptly as the music 
sounds over an empty black frame. I will make only a brief remark 
on this profound, cryptic final image.

The slow dissolve momentarily superimposes the chain over 
Norman’s/“mother’s” throat, imaging a hanging. It signifies the dam‑
nation of this composite. But the dissolve also makes this being dis‑
solve into the swamp. Like the dead eye that emerges from the water 
mixed with blood which swirls into the blackness of the drain, Mar‑
ion’s car emerges from black waters infused with the substance of 
this monstrous being. The film’s final image, then, echoes the equally 
cryptic conclusion of the shower murder sequence. Psycho ends with 
a final disquieting vision of birth or rebirth. Marion is born out of this 
foul swamp, but she returns to this world already dead. We might also 
say that it is Norman, or perhaps “mother,” who is stillborn. But it is 
also as if the birth with which Psycho ends is that of the film itself.

One myth of art is that an artist such as Hitchcock who lives for 
his creations gives a part of his life to each of his works. Through a 
lifetime of creation, he dies many deaths and is reborn by stages until 
he is finally re‑created as his works’ creator. As artist, he is immortal; 
his art triumphs over human mortality, as it overcomes the human 
condition of sexuality. But in his acts of creation, the human artist 
is also brought back to the inevitability of his own death. In the cre‑
ation of a work of art, the artist takes his own death upon himself. 
And his art has a murderous aspect as well. How could his impulse 
to create be separated from his desire to avenge himself on those 
who, beholding his creations, draw sustenance from them? Norman 
Bates stands in for every artist whose life is circumscribed by acts 
singularly composed of murder and creation.

At the conclusion of Psycho’s chronicle, the circle of killings ini‑
tiated by the original matricide has been closed. Norman’s rebirth 
as a creature of his own creations has been achieved. And Psycho 
announces, in my view, that the cycle of Hitchcock films has like‑
wise run its course. Hitchcock has accomplished his re‑creation of 
himself as the author of his films. If he had never made another film 
after Psycho, his work would not have been unfinished. The films 
that Hitchcock did go on to make—The Birds, Marnie, Torn Curtain, 

Topaz. Frenzy, and Family Plot—in no way disavow Psycho’s finality. 
Psycho’s achievement is to bring Hitchcock’s filmmaking project to 
a successful conclusion. Yet, if Psycho confirms the immortality of 
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Hitchcock’s authorship, it also acknowledges Hitchcock’s own mor‑

tality as no earlier Hitchcock film had done. It is as if Psycho were 

the first film he made in clear view of his own death. And in Psycho, 

Hitchcock calls upon us to acknowledge that what brings his films to 

life is his life’s blood on every frame.

If every authentic work of art bears a murderous aspect and calls 

for its creator’s death and allows his rebirth, these conditions, we 

have seen, are intrinsic to the very medium of film. Every film image 

is a death mask of the world. The world of every film is past. The 

camera fixes its living subjects, possesses their life. They are reborn 

on the screen, creatures of the film’s author and ourselves. But life is 

not fully breathed back into them. They are immortal, but they are 

always already dead. The beings projected on the screen are con‑

demned to a condition of death‑in‑life from which they can never 

escape. What lures us into the world of a film may be a dream of 

triumphing over death, holding death forever at bay. But Psycho 

decisively demonstrates what Hitchcock’s work has always declared: 

the world of a film is not a private island where we may escape the 

conditions of our existence. At the heart of every film is a truth we 

already know: we have been born into the world and we are fated 

to die.
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A
fter North by Northwest and Psycho, 
Hitchcock was riding high, artistically 

and commercially. Thanks to his friend Lew Wasserman, Hitchcock 
was offered an ownership share in Universal, and it seemed an ideal 
setup for the last chapter of his career. He hoped to follow up these 
successes by wooing Grace Kelly out of retirement and pairing her 
with Cary Grant in an adaptation of Winston Graham’s novel, Marnie. 
When the people of Monaco, in a referendum, expressed their wish 
that their Princess Grace not return to the screen (and certainly not 
as a psychologically disturbed kleptomaniac), Hitchcock signed Tippi 
Hedren, a model his wife Alma had noticed in a television commer‑
cial, to an exclusive contract. Deferring Marnie, he chose as his first 
film at his new studio home The Birds, based on a Daphne du Mauri‑
er story (as was Rebecca, his first film in what was to become his new 
home, America). After the brilliant publicity campaign that preceded 
its release, however, The Birds (1963) disappointed Hitchcock’s pub‑
lic. Viewers wishing for another Grace Kelly were disappointed with 
Tippi Hedren. And viewers hoping that the film would out‑Psycho 
Psycho regretted its paucity of horror film shocks and dark humor. 
Few viewers at the time welcomed the attention The Birds accords 
the relationship of Melanie and Mitch, the moving death of Annie, 
or the poignant figure of Lydia, Mitch’s mother, who will be haunted 
to the end of her days by the spectacle that greeted her when she 
visited her neighbor’s farm to see how he was faring.

The world of The Birds is not loveless, like that of Psycho. Nor does 
love fall victim, as in Vertigo, to a villain’s murderous machinations. 
In The Birds, there are no villains. The Birds conveys the sense that it 
is human nature to hunger for love, yet love is so painful, our appetite 
for it so voracious, that avoiding love is also human nature. The char‑
acters we care about are too scarred by life, too wounded, for their 
romantic dreams to have survived intact. The only one who continues 
to harbor romantic dreams is Cathy, Mitch’s young sister, who insists, 
when the little family group is about to drive off into an unknown, 
perilous future, that they not abandon the lovebirds that Melanie had 
given her as a birthday gift. In The Birds, Hitchcock still possesses the 
power to preside over “accidents” within the projected world. He still 
possesses the power to grant wishes, to make a character’s dreams 
(and nightmares) “magically” come true. But the world on film has 
escaped his control. In a world where human beings no longer har‑
bor romantic dreams or believe in them, no longer know how to wish 
or what they really wish for, Hitchcock’s powers as author no longer 
guarantee that he can reward with love characters who are worthy of 
love. Nor do they guarantee that if he creates a film worthy of love, 
viewers will love that film.
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The single greatest shot in The Birds is the one that posed the 
greatest technical challenge: the “bird’s eye” view of the gas station 
in flames, the camera occupying an impossible position alongside the 
soaring seagulls, as if a bird of their feather. The birds that oversee 
the film’s world aren’t gods or devils, the shot implies. They are just 
birds. Creatures of their animal instincts. This they have in common 
with human beings. But they are not human. When the camera calls 
attention to itself in earlier Hitchcock films, the author is showing his 
hand, declaring that he is the god who presides over the film’s world. 
This shot is different. Here, the camera, surveying its domain from 
a great height, unafraid of falling, seems beyond the control, or ken, 
of a merely human author.

In Marnie, as we shall see, Hitchcock breaks with The Birds’ rhe‑
torical strategy of identifying the camera with the awesome, mys‑
terious “something” the birds represent, a “something” specifically 
not human. Marnie is not a return, however, to Hitchcock’s earlier 
practice, which the preceding chapters have documented, of using 
the camera to declare that he is the all‑powerful god who holds sway 
over the world of the film. It is Hitchcock’s own humanity, as well as 
that of the characters in the film, that shines through. 

Before I embarked on writing this chapter, I thought that Robin 
Wood’s judgment was more than a bit hyperbolic when he said, in 
the documentary on the making of the film that accompanies the 
DVD release, “If you don’t like Marnie, you don’t really like Hitch‑
cock. I would go further than that and say if you don’t love Marnie, 
you don’t really love cinema.” The truth is, though, that Marnie can 
be difficult to love even if you do love cinema. Thus, I would slightly 
revise Robin Wood’s formulation to say that you cannot love Marnie, 
you cannot know what makes it worthy of love, if you don’t really love 
cinema. Marnie is infused with a deep sense of loss, an urgency, an 
emotional directness, but, ultimately, a hopefulness that set it apart 
from other Hitchcock films, To love Marnie, you have to trust the film, 
as I’ve learned to do—as it has taught me to do. For it calls upon us 
to open ourselves to almost unbearably painful emotions.

Unfortunately, Marnie’s reputation has been tarnished by the 
assertion, endlessly repeated, that the film contains an offensive rape 
sequence that definitively exposes Hitchcock as an arch misogynist, 
and by Donald Spoto’s claim, which many take to be proof of Hitch‑
cock’s egregious sexism, that near the end of production there was 
an incident in Tippi Hedren’s trailer in which the director said or 
did something inappropriate to his star (Spoto 1983). Due to the 
resulting anger and bitterness between them, Spoto claims, Hitch‑
cock lost interest in the film, and this—along with the supposed fact 
that his once advanced techniques had become antiquated—led to 
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the unreal‑looking process shots and painted backdrops that many 
feel are grievous flaws in the film. Production and postproduction 
records make clear, however, that Hitchcock never stopped being 
actively engaged in the film (Moral 2002, 129). In any case, Marnie 

sets new standards even for Hitchcock in its precise and masterful 
use of a wide range of cinematic techniques, including devices new 
to him, such as the handheld camera he employs in the climactic 
“flashback” sequence.

In what follows, I do not speculate on what may or may not have 
happened in private between director and star. That is none of my 
business. I do put in my two cents about the process shots and 
backdrops that have been the target of so many complaints. And I 
do explain why what transpires between Mark and Marnie that fate‑
ful night during their honeymoon cruise from hell cannot unpreju‑
dicially be called a rape. My goal is to convey, as compellingly as 
possible, how richly Marnie rewards us when we do trust its art. 
Marnie declares something about our need for love, and the power‑
ful obstacles within our nature that stand in its way, that was always 
implicit in Hitchcock’s work. His subsequent films—Torn Curtain 
(1966), Topaz (1968), Frenzy (1972), and Family Plot (1976)—make 
no further declarations of such an order.

Reviewers savaged Marnie. The film’s failure was a catastrophe 
from which Hitchcock never fully recovered. As an artist, he was 
never the same again. Never again was he to probe so deeply the 
mysteries of love and the avoidance of love. Never again was he to 
bring to the screen a woman with whom he identified so profound‑
ly—a woman whose belief that she was not like other people, that 
she was different in a way that made it impossible for her longing for 
love ever to be satisfied, exposed a raw nerve in Hitchcock himself.

Mary Rose, which Hitchcock commissioned Jay Presson Allen to 
adapt—she did so beautifully, as I’m sure he expected—from the 
J. M. Barrie play that had haunted Hitchcock since he saw it as a 
young man on the London stage, was a project Hitchcock passion‑
ately believed in. Its theme of the “private island” where we can 
escape our existence with others in the world—but at a cost—res‑
onates deeply with The Birds and Marnie, and, indeed, with all of 
Hitchcock’s cinema. The world on film lures us with the promise of 
being such a place.

Mary Rose would have been one of Hitchcock’s profoundest medi‑
tations on the lure of the projected world, on what we hope to gain or 
risk losing by heeding its call. By making Mary Rose, Hitchcock would 
have embraced the freedom, artistically, that The Birds and Marnie 
had won for him by transforming into cinema a theatrical work that 
he had already loved, that had already been alive in his imagination, 
before he had first staked out his artistic identity as the creator of 
Hitchcock thrillers. A young Mia Farrow would have been perfectly 
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cast as the childlike Mary Rose, who never ages, even physically, as 
everyone in her world grows old, unlike Marnie, who remained a 
child emotionally even though outwardly she was an adult.

Sadly, Universal vetoed the project, concerned that such a melan‑
choly film would further diminish the box office value of the Hitch‑
cock brand. No doubt it would have. But had Hitchcock made Mary 

Rose, there is no telling what wonders he would have gone on to 
create. His last years as a director might have been far more gratify‑
ing to contemplate.

Hitchcock had done some of his most successful work under the 
aegis of David Selznick. It was by at once conforming to and subvert‑
ing Selznick’s dictates that Hitchcock had found his own American 
voice after emigrating to Hollywood from England. That he thrived 
on that kind of tension is clear from the personal appearances that 
bookended episodes of Alfred Hitchcock Presents in the 1950s. He rel‑
ished reminding the public that his “sponsors” were tying his hands. 
At Universal, his hands were still tied. But his stake in the company 
meant that he was now in bed with his “sponsors.” Wearing two hats, 
he couldn’t simply dismiss, much less mock, the studio’s growing 
worry that Hitchcock’s “art of pure cinema,” as he had practiced 
it, was no longer universal, was incapable of connecting with the 
changed, and changing, audience.

Hitchcock was becoming an old man. And this was happening at 
the very moment the youth culture was in the ascendancy, the sexual 
revolution gaining steam, the generation gap widening, the Produc‑
tion Code loosening its grip. In the 1950s, Alfred Hitchcock Presents 
was almost alone among network television programs in appealing 
to the sensibilities of those alienated young people who were march‑
ing to rock ’n’ roll’s different drummers. At a time when a thirtieth 
birthday meant one was on the wrong side of the generation gap 
and thus as “out of it” as the Mr. Jones of Bob Dylan’s “Ballad of a 
Thin Man” who has no clue as to what is “happening here,” how was 
Hitchcock, in his mid‑sixties, to stay ahead of the curve, or even stay 
relevant? He must have realized that there was a real and growing 
gulf separating him even from the new generation of filmmakers who 
admired his art and aspired to emulate his work.

The stars with whom Hitchcock had collaborated had aged, too. 
Rod Taylor was acceptable in The Birds, but he was no James Stewart 
or Cary Grant. Sean Connery was—and is—a great star, and I have 
belatedly come to recognize that in Marnie Tippi Hedren, artistically, 
fully rewarded the risk Hitchcock took in casting her a second time. 
Sadly, however, the making of Marnie precipitated a rupture in their 
relationship that was traumatic for both.

Compounding Hitchcock’s problems, his long time editor George 
Tomasini died, his great cinematographer Robert Burks was killed 
in a fire, and—particularly devastating—Hitchcock and Bernard 
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Herrmann had a falling out during the production of Torn Curtain 

that was as traumatic as the break with Tippi Hedren. Years earlier, 
Herrmann had composed music for Psycho’s shower murder, going 
against Hitchcock’s explicit instruction that he wanted only natural 
sound. When Hitchcock heard those screeching violins, however, he 
recognized how greatly they enhanced the murder’s impact. And 
yet he had not simply been wrong to have wanted no music for the 
sequence. He wished the shower murder to be his ultimate demon‑
stration of the power of the “art of pure cinema.” But that was not the 
art to which Herrmann was dedicated. Herrmann swore allegiance to 
the art he called “melodrama,” which restored to music what he felt 
was its rightful primacy. Hitchcock and his friend and fellow genius 
were of different faiths.

Torn Curtain, released without the score Bernard Herrmann 
wrote in a style that deliberately defied Universal’s demands, is an 
ambitious but aborted work. Topaz is a melancholy film about loss, 
betrayal, death; about the failure of the older generation to pass on 
hard‑won knowledge; about the end of romance. It contains passages 
as beautiful as anything in Hitchcock, yet is another failure. Frenzy, 
a self‑conscious return to Hitchcock’s roots, and specifically to The 

Lodger, is more coherent, if apparently more modest. In The Lodger, 
murder is invoked but not shown; in Blackmail, it takes place behind 
a curtain; in Murder!, The 39 Steps, and Stage Fright, it is still not 
shown; in Psycho, the murder in the shower is presented in a mon‑
tage that withholds all views of knife penetrating flesh; in Torn Cur-

tain, with the killing of Gromek, Blackmail’s curtain is opened, but 
murder is still a theatrical spectacle; in Topaz, it is treated poetically 
(a dying woman’s dress, viewed from overhead, billows out like rose 
petals as she falls). Only in Frenzy is there a full disclosure. We see 
the murder of Brenda Blaney, in all its horror, from beginning to end, 
its presentation stripped of theater and poetry, and it is one of the 
most horrifying passages in Hitchcock’s work.

The author’s cameo appearance in Family Plot—the familiar 
silhouette is seen through a translucent window, the word deaths 
superimposed—posits the film as coming to us from beyond the 
grave. Family Plot acknowledges Psycho’s darkness. But it acknowl‑
edges as well Marnie’s recognition that love is still a real possibility 
even for human beings who are wounded and scarred by life, as we 
all are. For all its apparent slightness, Family Plot affirms Hitchcock’s 
lifetime of dedication to his beloved “art of pure cinema.” I think of 
Family Plot as a curtain call: light, assured, intended for plea sure, it is 
an acknowledgment that the body of the concert is over. What could 
be a more satisfying farewell than the wink Blanche (Barbara Harris) 
gives to the camera that closes Hitchcock’s last film?
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With this wink, Hitchcock returns us to his guiding intuition that 
the “art of pure cinema” overcomes or transcends our distinction 
between the real and the unreal, between the real and the possi‑
ble, between reality and fantasy. Such is the nature of the projected 
world. Its nature is also its magic. Or, rather, our distinction between 
nature and magic, between the natural and the supernatural, is yet 
another distinction the medium of film overcomes or transcends.

When Blanche grins and winks at the camera, she bridges the 
great divide between her world and ours. Her wink cues the film’s 
closing shot, over which the final credits roll, that frames the price‑
less stolen diamond. And yet, this shot of the diamond is not from 
Blanche’s literal point of view. She was winking at us, not at the dia‑
mond. That the diamond is no mere object located on her side of 
the divide is a secret that Hitchcock, not Blanche, is sharing with us.

This twinkling diamond is a multifaceted jewel, just as every Hitch‑
cock film is. As this shot frames it, the diamond appears strikingly 
like an eye—an eye looking directly at the camera. Thus, the shot 
suggests, retroactively, that the preceding shot—of Blanche winking 
at the camera—was from the diamond’s point of view. It is as if this 
diamond/eye is the camera that captured her wink, or the projec‑
tor that is at this moment beaming onto the screen the very image 
we are viewing. Viewer becomes viewed, viewed becomes viewer; 
Blanche’s wink becomes the diamond’s twinkle; the past becomes 
the present; the projected world—the private island that keeps this 
woman safe from the ravages of time even as the film that grants 
her eternal youth moves inexorably toward its inevitable ending—
becomes the world into which we have been born and in which we 
are fated to die. The ending of Family Plot shares with us the secret, 
or, rather, the mystery, of Hitchcock’s “art of pure cinema”: the two 
worlds are also one. There is no such thing as a private island. If we 
live our lives, as Hitchcock’s villains do, in such a way as to try to 
make the world our private island, we forfeit our humanity.

Psycho, too, ends with a grin at the camera. But Norman’s (or is it 
his mother’s?) grin is murderous. It announces that we are the butt 
of the film’s cruel joke. Blanche’s wink—or is it Barbara Harris’s? or 
Hitchcock’s?—intimates that the ending of Family Plot, too, is a joke. 
But it is not a joke at our expense. And the joke is anything but cruel. 
Whoever or whatever this woman is, she wishes us well as we go 
about our lives in the world. Her wink at the camera—a medium’s 
salute to a medium—is the most heartening, most life‑affirming ges‑
ture in all of Hitchcock’s cinema.

Like the opening of Psycho, Marnie’s opening credit sequence, 
ostensibly modest and even backward‑looking, together with the shot 
that follows it, constitutes a meditation on the creation or birth of the 
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projected world. The credits are presented 
as if they were pages of an old‑fashioned 
photo album or, perhaps, a guest book. 
The first “page” contains the words “uni‑
versal pictures presents,” together with 
the studio logo.

When Marnie was made in the early 
1960s, it was a convention for every Holly‑
wood film to be prefaced by opening cred‑

its, and for those credits to be prefaced by the studio logo, which is 
thus doubly set apart from the body of the film. Universal’s globe, less 
endearing but no less familiar than MGM’s roaring lion, has evolved 
over the years, but it has always looked three‑dimensional, with the 
continents outlined as realistically as possible, and it has always been 
spinning. The globe conveys both that the studio’s movies are seen 
around the world, and that the stories they tell likewise span the 
globe; wherever Universal movies are shown, the world is projected 
on the screen. In Marnie, “universal pictures presents” is not set 
apart from the opening title sequence; it appears as if printed on the 
first page of a book, a page no different, in principle, from the pages 
that follow. And the globe is reduced to a circle with the continents 
crudely sketched inside it. It is not an image of a world spinning in 
infinite space; it is an image only of an image of the world—a picture 
on a flat page.

The transition to the last title, “Directed 
by alfred hitchcock,” like all the “page 
turnings,” is effected by a slow wipe.

But from this title to the first “real” shot 
of the film, there is a direct cut, rather 
than another wipe or a conventional fade 
out/fade in. We are taken abruptly, with‑
out any conventional transition, from the 
pages of a book that is not real in either 

our world or the film’s world, to our first view of what is, within 
the projected world, reality. The abruptness is reinforced by the fact 
that just before the cut, Bernard Herrmann’s swelling music—I feel 
that Herrmann’s score for Marnie is his greatest achievement—con‑
cludes with a forceful chord, but without resolving harmonically. The 
abrupt shift to “natural” sound feels like the sudden emergence of 
silence—all we hear are footfalls that echo unnaturally in the silence 
from which they emerge. The combined effect of these devices is to 
make a subliminal yet strong connection between the name “Alfred 
Hitchcock,” credited on the last “page” as the film’s director, and the 
solitary object that materializes within the frame: a bright yellow 
handbag, shot end‑on. Attentive readers will recognize this object’s 

6.1

6.2
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resemblance to the black bag, emblematic of the lodger’s mysterious 
project, which The Lodger associates with Hitchcock’s own mysteri‑
ous “project,” the series of acts of artistic creation that ultimately link 
Marnie with all the Hitchcock thrillers that precede it.

As viewed end‑on, this object, which stands out within an other‑
wise almost completely black frame, forms a circle that matches the 
circle to which the Universal globe is reduced on the first “page.” It is 
as if the globe becomes this handbag, as if the handbag is, or contains, 

the world as a whole, the way a mother’s womb is, or contains, her 
unborn child. The folds within this circle endow this object with a 
suggestive aspect that reinforces, visually, the conventional Freud‑
ian association, which Hitchcock films have often jokingly exploited, 
between women’s handbags and what to Freud were the twin myster‑
ies of female sexuality and motherhood.

The sound of footfalls and the bobbing movements of the handbag 
enable us to know, before we actually see, that in reality this yellow 
handbag is held by a woman who is walking away from a camera that 
is keeping pace with her movement. I would add “as she walks into 
the depths of the frame,” except that up to 
this point within the shot, the woman, the 
handbag, and the surrounding blackness 
eclipse all else, keeping the frame from 
having, or appearing to have, any depth 
at all. It is as if the camera and this object 
that holds its complete attention, as cir‑
cular as the camera lens itself, have not 
yet become separate. We know that what 
we are seeing is an object in the world, 
but it appears before us as if it were in no 
real space, like Scottie’s falling body at the 
climax of the dream sequence (if that is 
what it is) in Vertigo, which is suspended 
between reality and unreality—as, indeed, 
the projected world always is. 

After a moment, however, the camera 
slows. No longer keeping pace with the 
woman, it enables the world on film, and 
this woman within it, to be revealed, to 
reveal itself. Then the camera stops alto‑
gether as the woman, a brunette dressed 
in gray and carrying a large gray suitcase 
as well as her yellow handbag, her foot‑
falls still echoing, recedes into the depths 
of this frame—depths that her movement, 
combined with the camera’s cessation of 

6.5
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movement, causes to open up, visually, transforming the depthless 
frame into a signature Hitchcock “tunnel shot,” opening a bracket 
that will be closed near the end of the film. What this frame con‑
tains is reality, but a reality that bears an unreal, dreamlike aspect, 
an unreal reality “signed” with a Hitchcock signature. It is a defining 
feature of the medium of film that the reality of the camera’s presence 
is also the reality of its absence. Indeed, it is one of Hitchcock’s guid‑
ing intuitions that the medium of film overcomes or transcends our 
commonsense distinctions between the real and the unreal, between 
presence and absence, between reality itself and “inner reality.”

Again with no transition, there is an abrupt cut from the station 
platform to a medium closeup of the man we will come to know 
as Strutt (Martin Gabel), angrily addressing someone offscreen. 
“Robbed! Cleaned out!”

We cut to an open safe, the top shelf conspicuously empty, then 
back to Strutt. “Nine thousand nine hundred and sixty‑seven dollars. 
Precisely as I told you over the telephone . . .” We cut from Strutt to 
two detectives, one of whom is taking notes, and a woman we take 
to be Strutt’s secretary. She is looking at her boss with what we rec‑
ognize as contempt, even though the shot is held only long enough 
for him to say, “. . . And that girl did it” before we cut back to Strutt. 
“Marion Holland, that’s the girl!” The note‑taking detective asks, “Can 
you describe her, Mr. Strutt?” “Certainly I can describe her. Five feet 
five. A hundred and ten pounds . . .” he says, beginning to stare into 
space as if choosing his words to conform to the details of a picture 
he is seeing in his mind’s eye.

There is at this moment a surprising cut to Strutt’s secretary. As he 
adds, offscreen, “. . . size eight dress . . . ,” she lowers her eyes, trying 
not to snicker. She raises them again, unwilling to forgo the plea‑
sure of watching her sexist boss squirm. When the camera returns 
to Strutt, we not only see him from this woman’s literal point of 
view, we recognize that we had already been seeing him the way 
she sees him. This is America of the early 1960s. The fact that he 
is a man, coupled with the fact that he is her boss, gives him pow‑
ers she is denied, powers she is denied the freedom to challenge, 
powers that she knows he routinely abuses without having enough 
self‑awareness to recognize that he is doing so. Her judgment ratifies 
our own impression that he is her superior in social standing, but 
that she is his superior intellectually and morally. This impression is 
further confirmed as he goes on, gesturing for emphasis. “. . . blue 
eyes. Black, wavy hair . . .”

The detectives can barely contain their impulse to laugh when 
Strutt adds, “. . . Even features. Good teeth . . . ,” so transparently do 
his words and demeanor betray his lack of self‑knowledge as well as 
his prurient interest in this “girl” who has “cleaned him out.” We cut 
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back to Strutt. He had seemed to be so absorbed in the picture of 
“Marion Holland” in the centerfold of his mind’s eye that it’s surpris‑
ing he notices their chuckling. Furious, Strutt says, “What’s so damn 
funny? There’s been a grand larceny committed in these premises!” 
The note‑taker asks, “What were her references, sir?” Strutt is visibly 
embarrassed. “Yes, uh, she had references, I’m sure.” Affecting an 
innocent voice, the secretary interjects, “Don’t you remember? She 
didn’t have any references at all.” “Well, she worked the copying and 
adding machines. No confidential duties.”

Suddenly, Strutt’s expression changes. We cut back to the setup 
with the secretary, except now a man (Sean Connery; momentarily, 
we learn that his character’s name is Mark Rutland) enters the door‑
way behind her, his figure in the frame emerging from behind her.1

Filming Mark’s entrance this way invites 
us to wonder how long this man had been 
standing in the doorway, eclipsed from 
the camera’s view by the secretary, whose 
point of view the camera has already asso‑
ciated with its—our—own. An effect is to 
associate this man’s point of view with 
hers, an effect reinforced by her reaction 
to his entrance, a reaction I would charac‑
terize by pointing out, first, that she shows no surprise, and, second, 
that once he arrives she seems more than satisfied to recede into the 
background, where, like us, she can be, as Mark will subsequently 
describe himself, an “interested spectator of the passing parade.” It 
is as if, in his ensuing conversation with her boss, she is pleased for 
Mark to be her proxy.

By linking Mark’s point of view with the secretary’s, the camera 
is also associating its own point of view with Mark’s, as if we had 
been viewing this scene with his eyes, as well as hers. This suggestion 
is compounded when Strutt hurries over to Mark’s side, his motion 
motivating the first camera movement in the sequence, a combina‑
tion pan and tracking shot so designed—in the world of a Hitchcock 
film there are no accidents—that midway through the movement 
the secretary “happens” to be framed in the foreground, her back to 
the camera, and Strutt’s figure “happens” to be eclipsed by hers as 
he passes behind her. The camera movement concludes by framing 
Strutt and Mark in a medium two‑shot. This framing, subtly inflected 
by the secretary’s point of view, is sustained for much of the conver‑
sation that follows.

This conversation establishes that Mark runs Rutland’s, a Phila‑
delphia publishing house whose business Strutt values highly; that 
Strutt had earlier pointed out to Mark the “pretty girl with no ref‑
erences” in question; that this “brunette with the legs,” as Mark 
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calls her (ironically speaking in Strutt’s 
language, not his own) had made an 
impression on him. “You remember her,” 
Strutt says, “that little witch! I’ll have her 
put away for twenty years! I knew she 
was too good to be true. Always eager 
to work overtime, never made a mistake, 
always pulling her skirts down over her 
knees as if they were a national treasure!” 
When Strutt concludes his description by 
saying “She seemed so nice, so efficient, 
so . . . ,” Mark finishes his sentence for 
him with “resourceful,” a word he knows 
Strutt did not have in mind. In describing 
how she “seemed,” Strutt is denying that 
these positive attributes really belong to 
the “little witch” in question. But Mark is 
expressing appreciation for the resource‑

fulness that is an attribute of the woman 
herself, as well as the character she had 
duped Strutt into believing she really was.

Alone now in the frame, Mark, looking 
thoughtful, turns his gaze directly to the 
camera. We cut abruptly from Mark, smil‑
ing enigmatically as he is thinking about 
the resourceful “brunette with the legs” 
Strutt calls a “little witch” (“little bitch” not 
being acceptable under the Production 
Code that was still more than nominally 
in effect), to a reprise of the shot of the 
yellow handbag, emblem of this woman’s 
mystery. Hitchcock matches these shots, 
as if the shot of the handbag represents 
Mark’s point of view—not what he is liter‑
ally seeing (he can’t be seeing this), but 
what he is seeing in his mind’s eye.

Mark is no less mysterious than the woman he is contemplating. 
More elevated in social status than Strutt, society grants him even 
more freedom, more power. Mark is what Murray Pomerance, in a 
brilliant and provocative analysis of Marnie that foregrounds the film’s 
devastating critique of the American class system, calls “a signal case 
of the upper‑middle‑class [American] gentleman with vested class 
interests” (Pomerance 2004, 134). And yet, Mark also has a singular 
bond or affinity with women, even “lowly” secretaries, that sets him 
apart from other men of his class—a capacity to identify with women, 
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no less than to desire them, that he has 
in common with Hitchcock himself. Mark’s 
singularity manifests itself in a mysterious 
bond or affinity with the camera, which in 
Hitchcock films, as we have seen, is usu‑
ally possessed only by women.

At the beginning of this shot, the cam‑
era again keeps pace with the woman, 
maintaining a constant distance. Again, 
the camera slows to a stop, so that as she 
walks, a bellboy by her side, the frame 
opens out to another signature Hitchcock 
“tunnel shot.” She is walking down a hotel 
corridor. At this point, Hitchcock makes his 
obligatory cameo appearance. Emerging 
from a door in the foreground, he watch‑
es her as she and the bellboy walk into 
the depths of the frame. Then he turns to 
look quizzically at the camera, with which 
he evidently has a privileged relationship, 
cueing another abrupt cut, this time to the 
interior of the woman’s room.

The camera moves in on an open suit‑
case on her bed as she carefully places in 
it a sweater and a pair of white gloves, and 
tosses several things in another suitcase. In 
a close shot, she opens her handbag, takes 
out several objects and dumps what remains—wads of bills—into the 
first suitcase. In a closer shot, she leafs through a wallet, removes 
Marion Holland’s Social Security card, leafs through a second wallet 
containing several other Social Security cards, and replaces it with 
one that says “Margaret Edgar.”

There is a dissolve to a shot of black hair dangling over a sink filled 
with water. As black dye swirls through the water, we cut to a frame 
filled by a woman’s blond hair. Pulling her hair back, Tippi Hedren 
reveals herself in all her glory.

We cut abruptly to a busy train station, where this woman is carry‑
ing two suitcases and a different handbag. She places one suitcase in 
a locker. The camera, framing her white‑gloved hand, travels with the 
hand until it lets fall the key it is holding. There is a cut to a grating 
on the floor that forms a signature Hitchcock ////. Her shoe pushes 
the key through the grating.

A cut to a pleasant tree‑lined street effects a complete change of 
mood. A limousine pulls up in front of the Red Fox Tavern. As the 
driver gets her suitcase, the woman, now a blonde, has a brief con‑
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versation with the woman at the desk. Evi‑
dently, “Miss Edgar,” as the people at the 
inn call her, is a frequent guest, although 
she hasn’t stayed there for a while. She 
asks to be driven to Garrod’s, the farm 
where she keeps her handsome black stal‑
lion, Forio.

“Good to have you back,” says Mr. 
Garrod, who refers to Forio as “that big 
spoiled baby of yours.” The horse knew 
something was up, he says; “Tried to bite 
me twice already this morning.” Caressing 
Forio, Miss Edgar says, “If you want to bite 
somebody, bite me!” Then she mounts 
Forio and rides off, as Mr. Garrod looks 
on, admiringly.

In the shot that follows, Miss Edgar 
rides through a beautiful grove of trees. 
This is followed by a process shot, with the 
rider, viewed from the waist up, and Forio 
(or, rather, the state‑of‑the‑art mechanical 
horse, borrowed from Walt Disney, that 
was Forio’s body double), viewed from the 
ears up, as idyllic countryside rushes by.

In this shot, there is a disjunction 
between foreground and background, as if 
they were separate worlds. Did Hitchcock 

intend this effect as a way of conveying, expressively, the sense that 
this woman is as much dreaming this ride as living it—the sense that 
her “inner reality,” the ecstasy of freedom expressed by her face, is 
more real to her than what philosophers call the “external world”? Is 
there a good reason to doubt this? In the film’s opening shot, when 
Marnie walks down the platform, what we view is reality within the 
world of the film. Hitchcock films that reality, as we have seen, in a 
way that assures it bears an unreal, dreamlike aspect. In turn, that 
“dream” bears an aspect of reality, as dreams do. That the world on 
film appear real is, for Hitchcock, a necessary condition of its appear‑
ing unreal in the way that interests him—a way of appearing unreal 
that is characteristic of reality itself, when we are in certain moods. 
If the shot simply appeared fake, its uncanny effect would be lost.

I do not believe, however, that Hitchcock intended for us to be 
conscious that the visual disjunction between foreground and back‑
ground here is produced by a special effect. If the juxtaposition of 
“inner” and “outer” realities simply appeared faked, a mere contriv‑
ance, that would be a flaw in the film. This shot doesn’t strike me 
that way. Evidently, for some viewers it does. But why would anyone 
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judge this to be a flaw so grievous that it 
justifies denigrating or dismissing Marnie 
as a whole, rather than a rare failed experi‑
ment in a film that features so many daring 
experiments that succeed beyond expecta‑
tion? Is such a judgment an excuse, a cov‑
er story, to justify not being open to the 
disturbing emotions Marnie requires us to 
feel if we are to understand and value the 
film?

A similar issue arises with the film’s next shot, an expansive view 
of the Baltimore street where Bernice, “Miss Edgar’s” mother, lives. 
At the end of this street is a harbor dominated by a large freighter.

Did Hitchcock intend this backdrop to appear real? I believe so. 
Did he intend it also to bear an aspect of unreality? I believe that 
as well. I believe that he intended there to be a visual disjunction 
between foreground and background, but did not intend for us to be 
conscious that the background was only a flat, painted backdrop, not 
real. Surely, he didn’t want the backdrop simply to look fake. When 
the footage came back from the laboratory, Robert Boyle, the film’s 
production designer, was concerned that the painted backdrop didn’t 
look real enough. When he assured Hitchcock that it could be fixed 
by being textured, Hitchcock responded that he thought that wasn’t 
necessary. Boyle’s understanding of this response, as expressed many 
years later, is that the fact that the backdrop looked like a backdrop 
was a trivial problem in the estimation of a director concerned with 
deeper matters (Gottlieb and Brookhouse 2002, 119). Boyle’s inter‑
pretation is not unreasonable. And yet, in all of Hitchcock’s films, 
and perhaps especially in Marnie, the relationship between reality 
and unreality is one of those deeper matters. We will have more to 
say about this deep matter.

As the taxi driver gets Miss Edgar’s bags and helps her out of the 
car, several girls, playing jump rope, are chanting:

Mother, Mother, I am ill.
Send for the doctor over the hill.
Call for the doctor. Call for the nurse.
Call for the lady with the alligator purse.

Mumps said the doctor. Measles said the nurse.
Nothing said the lady with the alligator purse.
How many years will I live?
One, two, three, four, five, six . . . 

Jessie (Kimberly Beck), a blond eight‑year‑old, answers the door. 
“Oh, it’s you. Where’s my mother?” “She’s making a pecan pie . . . ,” 
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Jessie answers in a Southern accent as 
thick as pecan pie filling, adding a gratu‑
itous “for me.” “That figures,” Miss Edgar 
answers, unwilling or unable to resist 
going for Jessie’s bait. As Miss Edgar enters 
the modest house, we hear an offscreen 
voice say, in a Southern accent even 
thicker than Jessie’s (but more authen‑
tic, perhaps because Louise Latham was 

originally from Texas), “Who is it, Jessie?” There is a cut to an older 
woman, a cane visible at the lower left of the frame, as we hear, 
offscreen, “Hello, Mama.” The camera reframes with Miss Edgar’s 
mother as she steps forward to greet her daughter. They join in a 
brief, Southern‑style pro forma hug.

“Marnie, if you’re not the very limit. I can’t take in the way you 
jump all over the place like you do.” When her mother moves away, 
ostensibly to take a good look at her daughter, the woman whose 
name we now know is “Marnie” looks away and stares fixedly at 
something. We cut to a shot from her point of view: red gladioluses, 
framed within a curtained window. We cut to Marnie, her eyes trans‑
fixed, her face framed by the //// of the staircase. Momentarily, the 
image becomes suffused with red.

The sight of the red flowers brings on 
this red that assaults Marnie. But what 
motivates her to stare at them at this 
moment? Surely, it is no coincidence that 
she does so when her mother pulls out of 
their embrace. By turning to look at the 
red flowers, Marnie provokes the assault 
no less than she is victimized by it. And is 
it a coincidence that the red washes over 
her when the camera is so close? Does the 
camera provoke the attack, no less than 
“capture” it?2

Overcoming her impulse to submit to 
the red that assaults her, Marnie snaps 
herself out of her spell by taking action. 
Saying, “I brought you some chrysanthe‑
mums,” she closes her eyes, steps forward 
and leans down to pick up something 

below the frame line. Pulling back, the camera registers her relief 
from the terrifying red. Or does the camera grant her relief by pulling 
back? Saying, “I never could stand gladioluses,” and with the camera 
at an unthreatening distance, Marnie replaces the red flowers with 
white ones.
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As soon as Jessie takes the gladioluses into the kitchen, Marnie 
reminds her mother that she sends her enough money that she 
doesn’t have to baby sit. Her mother replies that it’s her pleasure to 
look after “that smart little old Jessie,” provoking Marnie to complain, 
using a word that obviously resonates with The Birds, “Every time I 
come home, she’s roosting here.” When her mother replies, “I see 
that you’ve lighted up your hair, Marnie,” she is responding in kind 
to her daughter’s hostility.

Stanley Cavell writes:

[I]n our slights of one another, in an unexpressed or disguised meanness of 
thought, in a hardness of glance, a willful misconstrual, a shading of loyalty, a 
dismissal of intention, a casual indiscriminateness of praise or blame—in any 
of the countless signs of skepticism with respect to the reality, the separate‑
ness, of another—we run the risk of suffering, or dealing, little deaths every 
day. (Cavell 2005, 340)

This mother and daughter love each other, yet are locked in a 
vicious circle of denying their love—locked in a pattern of suffering, 
and dealing, “little deaths,” a pattern they are unwilling or unable 
to break.

Just how disturbed her mother is emerges when she responds 
to Marnie’s “Don’t you like it?” by saying, with a cruel smile, “No. 
Too‑blond hair always looks like a woman’s trying to attract the man. 
Men and a good name don’t go together.” Marnie cannot simply be 
unaware that her mother would have an unfavorable response to her 
“too‑blond hair.” We sense that she routinely sets herself up to be put 
down by her mother, as she does when she goes on to say, “I brought 
you something, Mama.” Neither can she simply be surprised by her 
mother’s response: “Now what have you thrown good money away 
on?” or by her mother’s fierce rebuke when Marnie says, “But that’s 
what money’s for: to spend. Like the Bible says, ‘Money answereth all 
things.’ ” “We don’t talk smart about the Bible in this house, missy!”

Marnie swallows her pride and takes a fur stole from her suit‑
case. Despite herself, her mother is impressed. As Marnie shows her 
mother how to wear the fur, Jessie looks on, waiting for a chance to 
reclaim her privileged place in Marnie’s mother’s affections. “Mis‑
ter Pemberton gave me another raise,” Marnie explains. When her 
mother says, “I told Miz Cotton my daughter is private secretary to 
a millionaire,” we cut to Marnie, who looks away. Framed frontally, 
with the //// of the staircase beside her, her face wears an ambigu‑
ous expression as her mother adds, “He’s as generous with her as if 
she was his very own daughter.”

As if licensed by Marnie’s mother’s words, Jessie intervenes. “Miss 
Bernice, don’t you want to get my hair brushed up before my mom‑
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my gets home?” “I sure do, honey. You 
run up and get the brush.” Once Jessie 
departs, Marnie’s mother—from this point 
on, I will feel free to call her “Bernice”—
says, “Oh, that kid and her hair. Puts me 
in mind of yours when you was little. The 
color.” Sitting down wearily in an easy 
chair, she puts down her cane. “My hip 
and my leg ache me something awful”—
the first allusion in the film to the event 
in the past, crucial to the narrative, that 
Bernice refers to as her “bad accident.”

Marnie lays her head on Bernice’s lap 
as if inviting her mother to stroke her hair. 
Jessie descends the stairs, saying, “I got 
the hairbrush!” and the camera reframes 
to a three‑shot.

For a moment, the three are framed in 
this static tableau. But then, as Bernice 
says “Marnie, mind my leg,” there is a cut 
to Marnie. She raises her head, momen‑
tarily perplexed, as if awakening from a 
deep sleep, looks at her mother, then, as 
understanding dawns, at Jessie. We cut to 
Jessie. Relishing her victory, she is smiling 
down at Marnie.

Then we cut back to Marnie, who picks 
herself up and grudgingly returns to her 
place beside the //// of the staircase. 
There is a shot from Marnie’s point of 
view of her mother, who is looking at Jes‑
sie. Rubbing it in, Jessie sits on Bernice’s 
lap, hands her the brush, and revels in 
the brushing.

Framed more tightly with the //// of 
the staircase, Marnie looks on unhappily 
as her mother, as if deliberately torment‑
ing her jealous daughter, says to Jessie, “I 
never had time to take care of Marnie’s 
hair when she was a little kid like you.” We 
cut to a closer shot, from Marnie’s point 
of view, of her mother brushing Jessie’s 
hair. Jessie asks, “How come?” and the 
camera starts moving slowly in to frame 
her golden hair, the brush running sen‑
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suously through it. “Oh, child! Well, after 
I had my bad accident, first I was sick so 
long, and then I had to work . . .”

Marnie looks on, expressionless, as 
Jessie asks, “Didn’t you all have a daddy 
either?” and Bernice answers, “No, we 
didn’t. We surely did not!”

In Jay Presson Allen’s beautifully writ‑
ten shooting script, there is at this point 
the first of several flashbacks that were cut from the finished film. All 
but hypnotized by her mother’s brush rhythmically running through 
Jessie’s golden hair, Marnie is transported into that memory. Jessie’s 
hair becomes the hair of the teenage Marnie, who finds herself in a 
five‑and‑dime store, where she steals a bottle of perfume. Once on 
the street, she looks at it triumphantly, proud of at last possessing 
something of her own. We return briefly to the present, where Ber‑
nice is telling Jessie, with relish, that there were many times she had 
to whip Marnie when she was a child. Returning to the past, three 
girls, who have seen Marnie take the perfume, catch up with her, 
make fun of her for having hair so dirty there are bugs in it, and enjoy 
beating her up when she insists that their hair is dirtier than hers.

This scene, which reinforces the emphasis on Marnie’s hair that 
runs through the entire film, would undoubtedly have been powerful. 
And it would have been more than powerful if Hitchcock had found 
a girl so convincing as a young incarnation of Marnie—that is, of Tip‑
pi Hedren—that we would fully believe that the scene’s revelations 
about her were revelations about Marnie. A physical resemblance 
would not have been enough. For all her outward transformation into 
a coolly elegant woman of the world, inwardly Marnie has remained 
the child she was. Unable to put the past behind her, unable to let 
her child self die, unable to awaken, changed, Marnie in the present 
is who she was when she was the age of the girl in the flashback. 
To make us sense this would have been difficult, to say the least. 
If only Melanie Griffith, Tippi Hedren’s real daughter, had been the 
right age! (She was the right age to play the child Marnie in the film’s 
climactic flashback sequence. Eight‑year‑old Melody Thomas gives a 
perfectly adequate performance, but I cannot really believe that she 
is the child who grows up—or fails to grow up—to be Tippi Hedren’s 
Marnie. Melanie Griffith would have made a deep sequence even 
deeper.)

The brushing finished, Bernice says to a beaming Jessie, “There, as 
pretty as brushing can make you.” Then she realizes the time. “Oh, 
Sugarpop . . . You better scat on home. And you be sure to take your 
mama those glads.” Jessie runs off, then returns momentarily, holding 
the red flowers. “How ’bout my pie? How ’bout my pecan pie?” “I’ll 
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get it done tonight and bring it over to you. Now, Jessie, you mind 
you go straight home.” “Okay. Bye, Miss Bernice,” Jessie says with a 
genuine sweetness that reminds us that she is, after all, just a little 
girl, a fatherless child, not a monster. As she scampers off, Jessie and 
the red gladioluses momentarily eclipse Marnie in the frame.

As soon as Marnie hears the front door 
close—this sound will recur several times, 
linking together a number of significant 
moments—she picks up the fur piece and 
wraps it around her mother’s neck. “Do 
you really like the scarf, Mama? It’s real 
mink. Oh, there. You look just like an old 
man’s darling.” Bernice replies without a 
trace of anger, “No man ever give me any‑

thing so good.” “We don’t need men, Mama. We can do very well 
for ourselves, you and me.” “A decent woman don’t have need for 
any man . . .”

Marnie goes with her mother into the kitchen and sits at the table. 
We cut to a medium closeup of Bernice, framed frontally. She pauses 
before pouring cane syrup into a measuring cup. Choosing her words 
carefully, she says, “I’ve been thinking seriously about asking Miss 
Cotton and Jessie to move in here with me . . .”

Marnie, framed frontally, fiddles with a small glass as she replies, 
“Come on, Mama, why don’t you just say what you mean? What you 
want is for Jessie to come live with you.” Turning to face Marnie, her 
mother says, “Marnie, you oughtn’t let yourself act jealous of a little 
old kid like that . . .” She turns away from Marnie as she adds, in a 
bright voice, “The Cottons are mighty decent people.”

Looking directly at her mother, Marnie says, sincerely and with no 
anger in her voice, “Why don’t you love me, Mama?”

Taken aback, Bernice meets her daugh‑
ter’s gaze. Still looking unwaveringly at 
her mother, Marnie adds, “I’ve always 
wondered why you don’t.” After a long 
pause, she goes on with deep emotion. 
“Why, you never give me one part of the 
love you give Jessie!”

Bernice looks away, lowers her eyes, 
leans forward, and reaches for something 
below the frame line. There is a cut to a 

strangely intimate shot of the mother’s hand reaching out to a pair of 
white bottles with nipples—weirdly evoking a mother’s breasts—and 
Marnie’s hand reaching into the frame to touch her mother’s hand. 
“Mama . . .”

The moment they hands touch, both hands pull away. Then the 
camera quickly tilts up, the mother’s skirt momentarily filling the 
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frame and causing a signature Hitchcock 
“white flash,” before the camera holds on 
Bernice’s face, which visibly drains of all 
emotion. We cut to a shot of Marnie and 
her mother facing off at opposite sides 
of the frame—a setup that underscores 
the emotional distance separating them. 
(Retroactively, the climactic flashback will 
reveal the significance of the door that is 
between them in this frame.)

Marnie is frustrated and upset. “Why 
do you always move away from me? 
Why? What’s wrong with me?” “Nothing’s 
wrong with you.” “No,” Marnie says force‑
fully. “You don’t think that. You’ve always 
thought there was something wrong with 
me. Haven’t you? Always!” Her mother 
answers, “I never . . .” Cutting to Marnie, 
the camera moves in slightly as she says, 
“My God!”—the first of many times the 
word “God” is spoken in the film—“When 
I think of the things I’ve done to try to 
make you love me. The things I’ve done!” 
The camera moves slowly in as Marnie 
goes on. “What are you thinking now, 
Mama? About the things I’ve done? What 
do you think they are? Things that aren’t 
decent, is that it? Well, you think I’m Mis‑
ter Pemberton’s girl. Is that why you don’t 
want me to touch you?” By this time, Mar‑
nie is framed tightly and her voice is at a 
fever pitch. “Is that how you think I get the 
money to set you up?”

Marnie recoils as her mother’s hand 
reaches into the frame and slaps her face. 
This cues a cut to another intimate shot, 
this time of Marnie’s hand, as it knocks 
from the table a bowl with pecans; then 
a cut to the bowl hitting the floor and the 
pecans rolling helter‑skelter.

Marnie and Bernice turn away 
from each other, their passion spent. 
“I’m . . . I’m sorry, Mama. I don’t know 
what got into me talking like that. I know 
you’ve never really thought anything bad 
about me.” “No, I never.” “Well, I’m sorry. 
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I really am. I’ll pick up the pecans.” “No, 
you go upstairs and lay down . . .” When 
Bernice adds, “I’ll ask Jessie to come over 
and pick up the nuts,” there is no hostility 
in her voice. Nonetheless, Marnie cannot 
resist one more dig. “After all, it is Jessie’s 
pie, isn’t it?” Then she exits the kitchen, 
framed in the doorway until she disap‑
pears from view.

When Marnie exits, Bernice, stoically 
showing no emotion, remains facing the 
camera. When we cut to a curtained win‑
dow opening out into the dark of night, 
it is as if what we are seeing is what she 
is seeing, or conjuring, in her mind’s eye.

And it is as if what we are hearing—
the hanging pull cord of the window 
shade, blown by the wind, loudly tapping 
three times against the glass pane of the 
window—is a sound she is imagining, or 
remembering. The effect is uncanny when, 
the tapping now almost drowned out by 
Bernard Herrmann’s music, the cam‑
era moves on its own past a night table 
to Marnie in bed, tossing and turning in 
the throes of a nightmare, her cover the 
blue‑green that, as we discussed in the 
Shadow of a Doubt chapter, Hitchcock 
films so often associate with the power of 
the past to haunt the present.

Red again washes over the image as 
Marnie speaks from within her nightmare. 
“No, I don’t want to, mother. No . . .” The 
uncanniness is heightened when we cut to 
Bernice, eerily backlit.

Silhouetted in the doorway, Marnie’s 
mother appears more a phantom than 
flesh and blood as she says, sternly, “Mar‑
nie, wake up.” This apparition is at once 
real and internal to Marnie’s nightmare. 
When we cut back to Marnie, we hear 
her mother again call her name. Not yet 
fully awake, taking the voice to be part of 
her dream, Marnie says—in reality, and 
also within her dream—“Don’t make me 
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move, Mama, it’s cold,” and we cut to a closer shot of her mother’s 
silhouette in the doorway. “Wake up, Marnie. You’re still dreaming.”

When we cut back to Marnie, her mother says, offscreen, “Get 
washed up. Supper’s ready.” “I was having that old dream again. First 
the tapping, and then . . .” “I said supper’s ready,” Bernice says, cut‑
ting her off. (Retroactively, we will come to understand that Marnie’s 
mother believes she has a good reason to do everything in her power 
to keep her daughter from remembering the event in her childhood 
that haunts her dreams.) Marnie is perplexed. “It’s always when you 
come to the door. That’s when the cold starts . . .” Not responding 
to Marnie’s perplexity, Bernice, her silhouetted figure framed in the 
doorway just as Marnie had been when she exited from the kitchen, 
descends the stairs, one by one, her heavy footfalls rhyming with the 
tapping at the window. The image fades out.3

Fade in on two trains pulling into Philadelphia’s 30th Street Sta‑
tion. We cut to the exterior of the station. Marnie emerges, her hair 
now brown, with wardrobe to match. When the camera tilts down 
and reframes slightly, its movement draws our attention to the much 
more businesslike handbag she is now carrying.

There is an abrupt cut to a finger mov‑
ing down a column of want ads. It stops 
at an ad for a position as payroll clerk at 
Rutland & Co. We cut to the Rutland & 
Co. building, and then to Marnie waiting 
to be interviewed. Seeming to move on its 
own, the camera pans right and pulls back 
until it arrives at a tableau that divides the 
frame into cubicles, with Marnie isolated 
on the far left, and a woman, seated at a 
desk, in the far right cubicle. In the course 
of this camera movement, Marnie looks in 
the woman’s direction.

When we cut to this woman—her name 
as Susan Clabon—from Marnie’s point of 
view, she is writing something at her desk. 
Sensing someone’s eyes on her, she looks 
up and meets Marnie’s gaze. Her face 
lights up in a smile.

I say “lights up” advisedly, because 
Susan is played by Mariette Hartley, an 
actress with exceptionally warm and win‑
ning smile. We do not doubt that the wel‑
come expressed by this smile is real, that 
it isn’t hiding an ulterior motive. Susan 
comes across as smart and perceptive as 
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well as young and appealing, and her 
good‑hearted openness plays a significant 
role in making this section of the film so 
enjoyable, for all its disturbing overtones. 
She is a woman ready to be a real friend—if 
Marnie will let her. We take it that Marnie 
feels no guilt for having deceived Strutt, if 
only because we, too, feel he had it com‑
ing to him. But Susan doesn’t deserve to 
be deceived. And Marnie knows that. This 
is the thrust of the shot of Marnie that 
details her response to Susan’s smile. Ini‑
tially, Marnie face shows no expression. 
Then she makes herself smile.

After forcing herself to return Susan’s 
smile, Marnie lowers her eyes. We sense 
her uneasiness, as if this stranger’s genu‑
ine human gesture reminds Marnie that 
there really is something wrong with her, 
as she believes her mother believes.

Instead of cutting back to Susan, we 
cut to Mark. Evidently, this shot does not 
represent Marnie’s point of view, since 
she was looking down at the point of the 
cut. As he strides casually into the office 
(past a red chair, we might note), some‑
thing he sees clouds his expression. From 
Mark’s point of view, we see Marnie, who 
is looking at him, as if the preceding shot 
represented her point of view after all.

Marnie not only demurely averts her 
gaze, she performs a gesture we recognize 
from Strutt’s description when she pulls 
her skirt over her knees “as though they 
were a national treasure.” No doubt, this 
gesture rings a bell in Mark’s mind, too. 

(The shooting script has us hearing Strutt’s voice at this moment, 
reprising what he said to Mark earlier in the film: “You remember 
her. I pointed her out. The little witch! Always pulling her skirts down 
over her knees as if they were a national treasure.” We don’t need 
such a crutch to follow Mark’s thinking.)

Continuing on his way, Mark looks closely at Marnie, cueing a 
strangely unsettling shot from his point of view, the camera traveling 
with him. In the course of this shot, Marnie at first keeps her eyes 
averted, but then—against her will?—meets his gaze before lowering 
hers.
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Passing Susan, Mark says, “Miss Cla‑
bon,” which cues a cut to Susan, who says, 
“Morning,” and flashes him the warm, 
welcoming smile she gave Marnie. Susan 
would never smile at Strutt this way, so 
we know that her boss has earned her 
approval—a point Marnie no doubt reg‑
isters. At this moment, Mr. Ward (S. John 
Launer) exits his office in the company of a 
proper‑looking older woman he obviously 
thinks is a slam dunk for the position.

A moment later, Ward opens the door 
to say to Marnie, “Come in for a moment, 
please.” As she enters the office, the cam‑
era reframes on its own to Mark, leaning 
against a corner wall, watching them with 
a bemused look. When we cut to Marnie, 
the shot is from Mark’s point of view, and 
frames her against the backdrop of a large 
green safe.

As Ward says, “I have here your Pitts‑
burgh references . . . ,” the camera is on 
Mark. “Reference, that is . . .” Suddenly a 
light bulb seems to go off in Mark’s head. 
He stares at Marnie, his expression hard‑
ening. But then he tilts his head and again 
looks bemused, as if appreciating this 
woman’s skill as a liar—“resourcefulness” is the word he used with 
Strutt. When we cut to Marnie and Ward, it is from Mark’s point of 
view.

In response to Ward’s remark about references, Marnie replies, 
beginning a priceless monologue that Hitchcock films by alternating 
shots of Marnie and Mark in shot/reverse‑shot fashion. “Well, Mr. 
Ward, I have good training, but I’ve had very little actual experience. 
Kendall’s was my first real job. After I finished school, I was mar‑
ried . . .” We cut to Mark, taking it in, bemused. “. . . My husband 
was a CPA and he helped me keep up with my training. . . .”

When my husband died very suddenly last November, he left me a little money, 
but I felt I needed work. Good, hard, demanding work. I got the job at Ken‑
dall’s, but it was—well, it wasn’t a very exacting position . . . Salary isn’t the 
most important thing with me, but more interesting work, Mister Ward . . . I 
don’t care how much work I’m given or what hours I work.

When Mark nods his assent, Ward, struggling to overcome his dis‑
gust, finally brings himself to say, “Very well, Missus Taylor . . . Miss 
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Clabon in the outer office will brief you.” As Marnie exits, her eyes 
are lowered demurely. For a moment, though, she meets Mark’s gaze, 
her expression as inscrutable as his.

Alone with Mark, Ward makes his feelings known. “Taking her on 
without references? You’re always such a stickler.” “Let’s just say I’m 
an interested spectator of the passing parade.” “I don’t get it.” Not 
hiding what he thinks of Ward, and blithely reminding him who’s 
the boss, Mark says, “You’re not supposed to get it.”

Ward is no Strutt, who hires women he lusts after. In fact, he’s 
the opposite of Strutt. But how much better does that make him? He 
doesn’t know, as Mark does, that “Mrs. Taylor” is not as she appears. 
Ward has legitimate grounds for counseling him not to hire a wom‑
an without suitable references. But he has no grounds for casually 
slighting this woman, for holding her in contempt, as he obviously 
does. Whatever Mark’s motivations for hiring an attractive woman he 
knows to be a liar and a thief, Ward’s attitude gives Mark grounds 
not only for pulling rank on his employee, but for making him feel 
impotent and compromised—which he is. This little scene confirms 
Murray Pomerance’s insight that Marnie is centrally concerned with 
issues of class. If society were not stratified, if wealth and privilege 
were not distributed unequally, such a scene would not be possible. 
In a more equitable social system, Mark would not possess the power 
to do the things he does throughout the film. But in exercising the 
power an unjust system grants him, he seems to be guided by a 
moral compass, although we do not always know the direction in 
which his compass is pointing.

Enter Lil (Diane Baker), who is utterly unencumbered by a moral 
compass. She breezes in, teasingly asks Ward, “How’s the curmud‑
geon business?,” flashes Marnie a smile (not a genuine one, like 
Susan’s), says to Ward, “I want a free lunch, and somebody to cash 
a check; I thought I’d stick Mark for the lunch and you for the cash,” 
looks back at Marnie and says to Mark, “Who’s the dish?” before 
entering his office and closing the door behind her.

“Miss Clabon will show you around,” Ward says to Marnie, then 
adds, with gratuitous sarcasm, “She’s been with us for seven years. 
I believe she finds the work exacting enough.” Before entering his 

office, he stops, annoyed with himself, 
and takes keys from his pocket. Mar‑
nie watches intently, pleased to sense a 
vulnerability in this man who has just 
slighted her. And we are pleased to see 
her eyeing him like the predator we know 
she is. In a close shot from her point of 
view, we see the key slowly extend toward 
a locked desk drawer. The sensuousness 
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of the shot, the intimate feeling it conveys, 
is enhanced by the black background.

I use the word “intimate” to suggest the 
shot’s evocativeness, its power to express—
and cast—an erotically charged mood. 
Whose mood? Marnie’s; this shot repre‑
sents her point of view. It is our mood as 
well. Marnie’s acts of stealing have a sex‑
ual dimension. So do Hitchcock’s acts of 
filming them—and our acts of viewing.

Ward opens the drawer, looks at something inside, closes the 
drawer again. He finally enters his office, leaving the door open, so 
that Marnie sees him turning the combination lock on the safe. When 
the office door closes, we sense her frustration. We briefly cut to the 
interior of the office. Ward hands Lil some money from the safe. She 
exits Ward’s office, says goodbye to Susan and Marnie in the outer 
office, and exits as breezily as she had entered.

Susan fills Marnie in. “That’s Lil Mainwaring, Mister Rutland’s 
sister‑in‑law. Her sister was Mister Rutland’s wife.” “Was?” “She died 
about a year and a half ago. Some kind of heart thing. Imagine—only 
twenty‑nine! . . . She kind of brought Lil up. Lil lived with them and 
old Mister Rutland down at Wykwyn. I get the feeling little old Lil 
plans to stay on . . . permanently.”

If Mark is an “interested spectator of the passing parade,” Susan 
is a disinterested—not uninterested—spectator. She has Lil’s num‑
ber. After Susan says her piece, there is what seems a conventional 
transition from a shot/reverse‑shot alternation of matched medium 
shots to an “objective” shot of the two women, Susan at her desk 
and Marnie standing a few feet away. However, when Susan reaches 
below the frame line and places her handbag on top of the desk, it 
cues a disquieting passage that Hitchcock has set up with exquisite 
precision. It begins with a closeup of Marnie staring down at the 
handbag; her lowered eyes at once veiling 
and revealing her arousal.

This is followed by an intimate, visual‑
ly satisfying closeup, from Marnie’s point 
of view, of Susan’s hand opening her 
handbag and reaching into it; to Marnie, 
looking on expectantly; then to the hand 
pulling from the handbag a key identical 
to Ward’s. The camera moves with the key 
to the top drawer of the desk. The key briefly disappears from view 
as we hear the sound of the lock opening. We cut again to Marnie, 
staring, her lowered eyes still veiling and revealing her excitement. 
Marnie is enthralled. We, too, are spellbound.
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Because we have witnessed Marnie 
opening her heart to her mother, we 
want to like her. We do like Susan. We 
want Marnie, too, to like Susan. And we 
cannot but believe she does. That is what 
makes this passage disquieting. It gives 
Marnie pleasure to look upon Ward and 
Strutt with the eyes of a thief. Her mother 
has taught her that to be decent a woman 
must distrust men, even hate them. Strutt 
and Ward are Exhibits A and B in support 
of that position. But Susan, too, seems to 
awaken Marnie’s predatory instincts.

Does it give Marnie pleasure to look 
upon Susan as her prey, or is it a dis‑
turbing reminder to Marnie that there is 
something the matter with her? Her low‑
ered gaze, veiled from, or by, the camera, 

leaves this question unanswered. Or perhaps the fact that she feels 
pleasure in looking at Susan with the eyes of a thief is what disturbs 
Marnie, reawakens her sense that she is a “Wrong One.” In any case, 
Marnie watches with excitement as Susan opens her handbag and 
reaches into it. There immediately follows a cut to Susan’s hand pull‑
ing out the key. This shot not only discloses what Marnie is seeing, 
it conveys the spell under which she is seeing it. And it casts a spell 
over us. It is under this spell that we see the key materialize as if 
by magic from the jumbled depths of the handbag, as if Marnie’s 
gaze—or the camera’s—were conjuring it into being.

When the image of Marnie’s face fades to black, the screen 
remains dark for an uncommonly long time—four seconds that feel 
like an eternity, or at least long enough for us to sense that this black‑
ness is making a statement. The black screen seems an expression 
of Marnie’s mood at this moment, her sense of her own nothing‑
ness? (“ ‘Nothing,’ said the lady with the alligator purse . . .”) And 
that statement is reiterated, if more cryptically, when the image that 
fades in of the Rutland & Co. outer office is dominated by four sup‑
port beams that form a perfect ////.

From this framing, a sinuous cam‑
era movement retraces the itinerary of 
the earlier shot that linked Marnie and 
Susan even as it isolated them in separate 
frames‑within‑the‑frame. The present shot 
establishes that Susan isn’t at her desk and 
Marnie is ensconced at a work station near 
it. At first framed almost with her back to 
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the camera, Marnie seems absorbed in 
typing. But as the camera circles around 
her until it frames her almost frontally, we 
see that she is focusing on something off‑
screen. A cut to her point of view reveals 
that she is looking through Ward’s open 
door at Susan, who is replacing a folder 
in the open safe.

We cut to what appears to be a reac‑
tion shot of Marnie. But the camera moves 
on its own to frame Mark, in the vestibule 
behind her, talking to a man we haven’t 
seen before. That Mark’s eyes are on Mar‑
nie is confirmed by the shot that follows, 
taken from his point of view.

This shot frames Marnie with her back 
to the camera; only the lower part of 
Susan’s body is visible in the background. 
We would not know from this shot alone—
thus, we know that Mark does not know—
that Marnie is watching Susan like a hawk. 
Then again, Marnie does not know that 
even as she is watching Susan, Mark is 
watching her.

The conversation between Susan and 
Marnie picks up where it had left off. 
“Anyway, like I was saying, old Mister 
Rutland—that’s Mark’s father—they say 
he’s never even been inside this place. 
The company was headed into the ground 
when Mark took over.” We learn from what 
Susan says that Mark, unlike his father, 
takes his responsibilities seriously—and 
that he is up to the tasks he takes on.4 The 
fact that Susan approves of Mark helps tip 
the balance for us in favor of this powerful 
man whose motives we find inscrutable, 
whom we are not sure we like or even 
want to like. In any case, Marnie, who is 
as unaware of what Mark knows about her 
as Susan is, now feels safely ensconced at 
Rutland & Co.

Marnie, at her small desk, dips her pen 
into a bottle labeled “ink red.” (What is 
about to happen is, indeed, incredible.) In 
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a close insert, we see the pen as she is pulling it out of the bottle. A 
drop of red ink falls on her white sleeve.

Marnie visibly stiffens. Synchronized with this small yet violent 
movement, the camera quickly moves in, the close proximity enhanc‑
ing our sense of looking up at her face. Coinciding with these move‑
ments, Marnie’s image fades and red washes over it. Then it returns 
to normal. She rises from her chair, still staring at the red stain on the 
sleeve, and rushes to the restroom. Seeing this, Mark says to Susan, “I 
think she’s hurt. Find out.” As Susan enters the restroom, the camera 
twists to frame her with Marnie, who is doubled in the mirror. Marnie 
has taken off her blouse to scrub it in the sink.

Marnie assures Susan that she had 
spilled a little ink on her blouse. “Good 
heavens,” Marnie says, “what a lot of 
excitement over nothing.” Mark, outside 
the restroom (and framed, in eminent‑
ly Hitchcockian fashion, beside a large 
table lamp, a motif that has recurred 
in his films since The Lodger), turns his 
perplexed face toward the camera, and 
there is a dissolve to Ward, fiddling with 
the lock on the safe, having again forgot‑
ten the combination. The camera, view‑
ing him from above, reframes with him 
to Susan’s desk.

To Susan’s amusement, Ward unlocks 
the top drawer, where the combination 
is written. A cut to Marnie discloses that 
she is watching his every move. When he 
closes his office door behind him, Susan 

explains to her that Ward can never remember the combination to 
the safe. We hear a phone ring and Ward opens the door to tell “Mrs. 
Taylor” that he has had a call from Mr. Rutland, who wondered if she 
would be prepared to work on Saturday. “Of course.” Yet again, Ward 
opens Susan’s drawer to look up the combination before he returns 
to his office, as Marnie looks on with a satisfied smile.

Cut directly to the exterior of Rutland & Co. One car is in the 
parking lot as Marnie, small in the distance, enters the building 
amid flashes of lightning and the rumble of thunder. She crosses 
the empty outer office, then knocks on Mark’s door. He greets her. 
Looking around as she crosses the room, she pauses by a glass dis‑
play case containing pre‑Columbian artifacts. Mark explains, “Those 
were collected by my wife. She’s dead. The only things of hers I’ve 
kept.” Next, Marnie is struck, understandably, by a framed photo of 
a fierce‑looking creature.

6.61

6.60



Marnie 379

This last, shot is followed by some of 
the film’s most wonderful dialogue, filmed 
as a shot/reverse‑shot alternation between 
Mark and Marnie. “And that’s Sophie,” he 
tells her. “She’s a jaguarundi. South Ameri‑
can. I trained her.” “Oh? What did you train 
her to do?” “To trust me.” “Is that all?” 
“That’s a great deal . . . for a jaguarundi.”

When he decided to hire this woman 
he knew to be a liar and a thief, what was 
his intention? Was it to train her to trust 
him, as this exchange suggests? More than 
he knows—more than we know, at this 
point—that would be a great deal . . . for 
Marnie. But why would he wish for her 
to trust him? We do not doubt that he 
found—and finds—this “brunette with the 
legs” sexually attractive. Nor do we doubt 
that he has contrived for them to be alone in his office for the pur‑
pose of seducing her. Does he intend to manipulate her into trusting 
him, then betray her trust? Does he intend to confront her with what 
he knows about her, then blackmail her into having his way with her? 
Or does he hope to win, and be worthy of, her trust? To what end? 
The impending storm will soon render such questions moot.

In An Eye for Hitchcock, Murray Pomerance opens his chapter 
on Marnie with an eye‑opening, richly illuminating analysis of this 
crucial scene. A principal theme of his analysis is that the passage 
identifies Mark as an aristocrat—“not only as a tamer of jaguarundis, 
but more basically as a man who acquires them for taming.” He goes 
on: “Teaching the wild beast to trust him is a sympathetic maneuver 
from our point‑of‑view.” And yet, “it displays his superiority, the abil‑
ity to elevate his humanity above rank animalism. In the comparison 
of ‘Mary Taylor’ and Sophie, indeed, we have a basis for . . . seeing 
her as yet one more base item to be caged, organized, catalogued, 
kept in place” (Pomerance 2004, 134).

In subtle ways as well as more obvious ones, Pomerance argues, 
this passage sustains and deepens Marnie’s central concern with the 
American class system. This is an important insight, which his analy‑
sis fleshes out in surprising and convincing ways. There are only a 
couple of points on which we don’t quite see eye to eye. One con‑
cerns the word “tame.” When Mark says that the only thing he had 
trained Sophie to do was to trust him, I take him to be specifically 
denying that what he had done was to tame her, that is, broken her 
of her base instincts, the way Shakespeare’s Petruchio undertakes to 
tame Katherina the headstrong, obdurate shrew.
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Later in the film, Mark will remark to Marnie that he doesn’t trust 
horses, although horses trust him. Is this how we are to understand 
his relationship with Sophie? Or in training her to trust him, did Mark 
learn—did he let Sophie teach him—to trust her as well? In truth, 
the passage gives us no way of knowing what Mark’s relationship 
with Sophie was really like. Indeed, it gives us no evidence that Mark 
ever “acquired” her at all (as opposed, for example, to working with 
her at a zoo or even in her native habitat). And it certainly gives us 
no evidence that he saw her as a “base item to be caged, organized, 
catalogued, kept in place.” (If Sophie was anything like the cats my 
wife and I have acquired—or have acquired us—over the years, it 
seems more likely that this was more like the way Sophie saw Mark.)

“Taming and teaching are possible where there is stratification,” 
Pomerance writes, suggesting, I take it, that they are not possible 
where there is not stratification. In the chapter on Shadow of a 

Doubt, I argued that Hitchcock designs that film to teach his Ameri‑
can public what a Hitchcock thriller is, the kind of viewing required 
to recognize its author’s brilliance. Surely, there is stratification in 
this relationship: Hitchcock is teaching us, we are not teaching him. 
And yet, we cannot learn what he designs Shadow of a Doubt to 
teach us unless we follow its thinking. To do so, we have to open 
our own eyes. We have to awaken to the reality that we are equal to 
the task of thinking for ourselves. We can say that Hitchcock designs 
Shadow of a Doubt to “tame” us, to compel us to acknowledge its 
brilliant author as our master. But we can also say that Hitchcock 
designs the film to teach us to trust him, to recognize that he trusts 
us, to acknowledge that we are his equals. At one level, I believe, 
what makes Marnie unprecedented in the Hitchcock canon is pre‑
cisely that it is designed to overcome or transcend this ambivalence 
or ambiguity—a tension or conflict that seemed a defining feature 
of the Hitchcock thriller. It is a principal claim of the present chap‑
ter that in Marnie, Hitchcock’s relationship with us—and with the 
characters—is no longer a struggle for dominance; it has become a 
relationship of equals. Marnie aligns the Hitchcock thriller with the 
moral outlook of comedies of remarriage, their teaching that mutual 
trust is possible, and necessary, only in a relationship of equals. And 
that in such a relationship, mutual trust must continually be earned.

Marnie nods slightly, and looks again at the photo of Sophie. 
When her gaze returns to Mark, we can discern a trace of skepticism, 
not incompatible with appreciation, in her expression. More than he 
knows, Mark has met his match. More than she knows, Marnie has 
met her match, too. Putting a period to this exchange, Mark says, 
“Shall we get to work?” and we cut to what would simply be a con‑
ventional two‑shot were it not dominated by the lamp—its shade the 
green of the safe in Ward’s office—in the center of the frame. “You 
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can use the typewriter over there,” Mark 
says. “I want an original and one copy 
of this . . .” Taking the paper from Mark, 
Marnie turns, and there is a continuity cut 
to a new angle.

With Mark in the background not 
taking his eyes off Marnie, the camera 
reframes with her as she makes her way 
to the typewriter. Questioningly, she reads 
the title aloud: “Arboreal Predators of the Brazilian Rain Forest.” 
“Before I was drafted into Rutland’s, Missus Taylor,” Mark explains, 
a photo of a woman—his dead wife, presumably—on the wall behind 
him, “I had notions of being a zoologist. I still try to keep up with 
my field.” “Zoos?” (In asking this question, I take it, she is playing 
dumb.) “Instinctual behavior.” “Does zoology include people, Mister 
Rutland?” “Well, in a way. It includes all the animal ancestors from 
whom man derived his instincts.” “Ladies’ instincts, too?” In a tight 
framing, Mark answers, provocatively, “That paper deals with the 
instincts of predators . . .” There is a cut to a tight framing of Marnie, 
listening with rapt attention. “What you might call the criminal class 
of the animal world . . .” The camera returns to Mark. “. . . Lady ani‑
mals figure very largely as predators.” He 
appears as if he is about to say something 
more. A trace of a smile is on his lips. But 
he simply looks at Marnie with an expres‑
sion that poses—and is meant to pose—
a challenge. Marnie’s gaze is locked with 
Mark’s, her face expressionless, until she 
turns away.

Mark is still watching Marnie, his gaze 
still challenging her, when Marnie inserts a sheet of paper into the 
typewriter as if nothing had happened. When we cut to Mark at his 
desk, he is leafing through the pages of a paper, no longer looking 
at Marnie.

What does Marnie think has transpired? Is he onto her game? Is 
there any other way she can make sense of his behavior? What does 
she think Mark meant by speaking of “lady predators” and looking 
at her the way he did? And what do we think it means that the film 
incorporates all this talk—and there will be more!—about the instincts 
humans inherit from our animal ancestors? In Hitchcock’s work, 
this theme, which surfaces in The Wrong Man, is richly developed 
in The Birds. In Marnie, it operates on a number of levels. It points 
to a question about Marnie, about Mark, about us, about Hitchcock. 
The camera is not an animal, of course. Does it nonetheless have 
instincts? Are they the instincts of a predator? A “lady predator”?
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What do Marnie and Mark think will happen next? What do they 
want to happen? What do we? What does happen renders these 
questions moot. Through the curtained window behind Mark, we 
see flashes of lightning. That Mark notices them and turns around 
establishes that these white flashes—a signature Hitchcock motif—
are real, not projections of Marnie’s “inner reality” like the washes of 
red that earlier suffused the frame. Noticing Marnie staring in terror 
at the window, Mark says, “Put on the overhead light if you like. The 
switch is by the door.”

Marnie staggers toward the switch at the far side of the room, 
but is twice assaulted by white flashes that are almost as blinding 
to us as to her. Presumably, they are real lightning flashes magnified 
and distorted by the lens of Marnie’s subjectivity. When the flashes 
momentarily relent, we see Marnie, in long shot, pressed against the 
door next to the light switch, staring with terror in the direction of 
the camera.

A cut to Mark, who is watching Marnie with concern, suggests 
that the previous shot, devoid of white flashes, was from his point 
of view. In a closer framing, Marnie, still pressed against the door, 

turns away from the camera as two more 
white flashes assault her.

This last shot cannot be from Mark’s 
point of view. The camera is too close. And 
if these flashes register the way Marnie is 
experiencing the lightning, he cannot be 
seeing what we are seeing. But perhaps it 
is Mark’s gaze upon Marnie, in this situa‑
tion in which she expects him to make a 
pass at her, that triggers her terror, hence 
the white flashes.

When Mark rises from his chair and 
strides in her direction, we again see 
flashes of lightning through the window. 
Viewed in medium closeup, Marnie is 
assaulted once more by blinding white 
flashes—real lightning flashes that are also 
projections of her terror, a terror linked to 
her view of Mark advancing toward her. 
When we now cut to the window from 
Marnie’s point of view, the white flashes 
have turned red. And Mark is absent from 
this frame.

We cut back to Marnie just as Mark 
appears beside her. “The building is 
grounded, Missus Taylor,” he says as he 
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puts his arm around her shoulders. The 
camera travels with them, keeping both 
tightly framed, as he leads her away from 
the door. Staring fixedly toward the win‑
dow, she seems in a world of her own. 
Suddenly, this frame flashes white and 
there is a cut to Marnie’s point of view of 
the window, which flashes white and red. 
Closing her eyes, Marnie says, her voice at 
a high level of anxiety, “The colors! Stop 
the colors!” “What colors?” Before Mar‑
nie can answer, there is a cut to the most 
startling shot in the film: a massive tree 
limb, struck by lightning, crashes through 
the window as Marnie, Mark’s arm still 
around her shoulders, cowers on a sofa in 
the lower right corner of the frame.

The motion of the branch through the 
frame melds with Marnie’s movement as 
she jumps to her feet. In a virtuoso con‑
tinuity cut from this extreme long shot to 
an extreme closeup taken from a disori‑
entingly divergent angle, these motions are 
matched with Marnie’s continuing move‑
ment and the camera’s own twisting. This 
complex of movements, precisely choreo‑
graphed and edited to be disorienting, 
concludes with Marnie back by the door, 
Mark with his arm around her shoulders, 
the entire image off‑kilter. Mark looks back 
toward the tree limb. The display case and 
artifacts lie shattered.

When the camera returns to Marnie and 
Mark, her face is pressed against his body, 
as if craving its protection and support. 
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Her eyes are closed. Her terror has ended, as has the storm, but she 
remains absorbed in her “inner reality.”

As the camera moves in, Mark tilts Marnie’s face up to look into 
her eyes, but they are still closed. His lips are so near to her face 
now that it seems the most natural thing in the world—a piece of 
instinctual animal behavior—for him to touch them to her forehead. 
It seems a piece of instinctual behavior, too, for the camera to move 
even closer and follow Mark’s lips as they slide down Marnie’s face 
until they meet her lips.

Their lips linger together in a tender 
kiss that she seems to desire—instinctively, 
I again want to say—as much as he does. 
Then his lips move gently away from hers. 
Reframing with this movement of Mark’s 
lips, the camera brings Marnie’s eyes into 
the frame just as they blink and open, 
revealing that she has awakened from 
her trance. There is a jump cut to a shot 
equally close, equally intimate, but taken 
from a different angle.

Mark’s face is framed almost frontally, 
while we view Marnie’s in a signature 
Hitchcock profile shot, as he says, gently, 
“It’s over. All over. You’re all right.” The 
discontinuity of the cut subtly underscores 
that the mood of the kiss, like the terror 
that preceded it and like the storm itself, 
is “all over.” But Mark knows not whereof 
he speaks when he pronounces Marnie 
“all right.” He asks her why colors both‑
er her. She replies, quizzically, “Colors?” 
“You seem to be terrified of some colors.” 
“No, no. What I’m terrified of is thunder 
and lightning.” Speaking about Manny’s 
wife, Rose, the psychiatrist in The Wrong 

Man gives an eloquent description of the 
state in which Marnie, too, finds herself. 
“Her mind is in an eclipse. She doesn’t 
see anything as it is. . . . She’s buried 
under some sort of landslide of fear and 
guilt. . . . She’s living in another world 
from ours. A frightening landscape that 
could be on the dark side of the moon.”

When Marnie awakens from her trance, 
she has no memory of what she had said 
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and done when in that state. If she has no memory of the colors that 
awakened or were awakened by her terror of the storm and of Mark, 
she surely does not remember the ecstasy of the kiss. Later in the 
film, after Marnie informs him that she has never been able to bear 
being touched by a man, Mark will ask her about this kiss, among 
others. When she answers that she thought she could stand it if she 
had to, she is speaking truthfully. But she does not really know the 
truth. There is a deeper truth she does not know about herself.

When Mark replies, “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a woman ter‑
rified of anything,” we know that what has transpired has altered his 
understanding of Marnie. It has altered ours as well. Not respond‑
ing directly to his remark, she seems thoughtful, chastened, as she 
silently goes over to the shattered display case, bends down, picks 
up a small Olmec object, and hands it to Mark. Saying, “We’ve all 
got to go some time,” he tosses it unceremoniously onto the heap of 
broken artifacts. Is this a shockingly callous gesture? Marnie doesn’t 
seem to take it that way. Has she begun to trust this man?

“Look, this place is wrecked and you’re in no state to work.” Mark’s 
tone is impersonal, not acknowledging the intimacy they have just 
shared. “Suppose I drive you home. You can do this job some other 
time.” “Thank you. I . . .” “Go get your things,” he orders her, as if he 
were addressing a servant. But when he adds, “It’s cold and damp 
here,” his words suggest that his office feels like a tomb to Mark, 
that until now he had not fully stopped mourning his wife’s death.5 
Perhaps Marnie’s kiss has moved him, as it has perhaps moved her, 
in a way neither is yet willing, or able, consciously to recognize.

After they exit the office, we cut from the closed door to the inte‑
rior of Mark’s car, or, more precisely, to the view through the front 
windshield of the rainy Philadelphia street on which they are driving. 
The sound of wiper blades makes a rhythmic backdrop to this shot 
and the entirety of the sequence it initiates. Marnie, sitting beside 
Mark, who is driving, says with evident sincerity, “I’m really sorry 
about the cabinet.” “Why should you be?” he replies in Sean Con‑
nery’s inimitable insouciant, near‑sardonic manner. “You said it was 
all you had left of your wife.” “I said it was all I had left that had 
belonged to my wife.” In correcting Marnie, Mark is not gratuitously 
putting her down. When she responds with a simple “Oh,” she seems 
to understand what he is really saying, that his “easy come, easy go” 
attitude toward his wife’s belongings is not to be confused with his 
feelings about the dead woman herself. What kind of woman was 
Mark married to? He never says, Marnie never asks, and we never 
learn. It is remarkable how this man and this woman, each engaged 
in deception, seem instinctively to understand each other.

Perhaps to cover the silence, Mark turns on the radio. We hear a 
racetrack announcer. Mark is about to look for another station, but 
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Marnie stops him. “Oh, no. Please, I’d like to hear.” “You like rac‑
ing?” “I like horses. I go to the races when I can.” “Was your hus‑
band a track fan?” Marnie hesitates before she answers, “Yes.” “And 
you go alone now?” “Yes.” “Atlantic City track’s open till the end of 
the month. We could drive out there next Saturday.” “All right,” Mar‑
nie answers, looking at Mark. Then she asks him, “Are you fond of 
horses?” “No, not at all.”

We cut to the Atlantic City Race 
Course. A man (Milton Selzer) in the 
stands—we have never seen him before—
rolls up his newspaper and looks through 
it. In the point‑of‑view shot that follows, 
the rolled‑up newspaper creates an 
iris through which we see Marnie and 
Mark, sitting at a table. (Surely, this shot 
is a playful New Wave–like homage to 

Godard’s Breathless, as well as to Hitchcock’s own Notorious.) This 
man seems to spell trouble. All red herrings do.

Marnie and Mark watch a pack of horses gallop by. She has picked 
another winner. “Oh, I like it here like this,” she says, again with 
evident sincerity. “Yep,” Mark agrees, then gets down to business. 
“You’re the expert. What do you like in the next race?” As soon as 
Mark goes to place the bet, the red herring shows up at Marnie’s 
table. “Pardon me, but you’re Peggy Nicholson, aren’t you?” She 
insists she is not. “Frank Abernathy introduced us a couple of years 
ago in Detroit. Frank Abernathy? You remember Frank.” “I have never 
known anyone named Frank Abernathy. Now, will you please go?” 
“Aw, come on now, honey. You’re trying to pull my leg, aren’t you?”

Mark returns and bails Marnie out with the great line, “Why should 
any young lady want to pull your leg?” “Oh, sorry. I thought I rec‑
ognized this lady.” Mark asks Marnie whether this man did recog‑
nize her. No. Mark dismisses the man as if he were a pesky child. 
As cool as Marnie has seemed throughout this encounter, her face at 
this moment, staring straight ahead in the direction of the camera, 
betrays her inner turmoil. “Who’s your fan?” Brushing off Mark’s ques‑
tion, Marnie replies, “I just seem to have one of those faces.”6 “What 
do you like in the next race?” he asks. “Can we go to the paddock? I’d 
like to see Telepathy. Been watching him ever since I saw him work 
out once as a two‑year‑old.”

When they arrive at the paddock, though, Telepathy’s jockey is 
wearing white silks with red circles. Marnie, already unsettled by the 
recent encounter, can’t take her eyes off the red.

Red once again assaults her, as the color washes over a closeup of 
Marnie’s face. When Mark notices that she has turned ashen, he asks 
what’s the matter. She replies in a quivering voice, “Don’t bet him, he’s 
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walleyed,” and asks if they can go now. Per‑
plexed, Mark looks back at Telepathy. The 
shot from his point of view, doubling the 
earlier shot from hers, gives prominence 
to the red circles on the jockey’s silks. He 
knows, now, that the color red disturbs her. 
More than ever, she is a mystery to him.

Returning to their table, Mark and 
Marnie have a conversation, filmed as a 
relatively simple shot/reverse‑shot sequence that is among the most 
glorious passages of the film, thanks to the precision of the writing 
and the performances. “What a paragon you are,” Mark says. “You 
don’t smoke, drink or gamble. Just this once . . . for luck,” he says, 
trying to entice her to bet on the next race. “I don’t believe in luck.” 
“What do you believe in?” This question motivates a shift to a closer 
shot that isolates Marnie in the frame. “Nothing.” We cut to a closer 
shot of Mark, his attention riveted by her answer, the two closeups 
then alternating as the conversation goes on.

Marnie qualifies her assertion. “Oh, horses, maybe. At least they’re 
beautiful, and nothing in this world like people.” “Oh, yes, people. 
A thoroughly bad lot.” Marnie, offscreen, in turn qualifies Mark’s 
(ironic?) assertion. “Generally,” she says. Mark lets Marnie’s remark 
pass. He has his own agenda. “Did you have a tough childhood, Mis‑
sus Taylor?” “Not particularly.” Smiling as if he knows he is about 
to hit the nail on the head, Mark replies, “I think you did. I think 
you’ve had a hard, tough climb. But you’re a smart girl, aren’t you? 
The careful grammar, the quiet good manners. Where did you learn 
them?”7 “From my betters,” is Marnie’s priceless rejoinder, delivered 
to perfection. Mark offers no response. His silence says “Touché!”

This “smart girl” really is smart. She turns the tables on Mark. 
“What about your tough childhood, Mister Rutland?” Mark, too, is 
smart. “The old, sad story. Promising youth blighted. Dragged down 
by money, position, noblesse oblige. By the time I came along, 
the company was hanging on the ropes. We had about a thousand 
employees who were about to go down for the count.” “What about 
the Rutlands?” Marnie presses him. “What would have happened 
to your family?” “Nothing ever happens 
to a family that traditionally marries at 
least one heiress every other generation,” 
he answers with a genuine smile. Marnie 
returns Mark’s smile with a genuine smile 
of her own—the first we have seen.

In turn, Mark acknowledges Marnie’s 
smile with another warm smile. Then 
cheers from the crowd make him turn 
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toward the track. “You shouldn’t have chickened. Your walleyed 
reject just won by four lengths.” “I think I’ve had enough,” she says, 
“Can we go?” “If you like. The track’s open till the end of the month. 
That gives us two more Saturdays. If your luck holds out, by this time 
next month, I’ll be a rich man.”

As they rise, we glimpse anxiety in Marnie’s eyes. A cut to the man 
with the newspaper reveals its source. Saying, “Oh, Miss Nicholson,” 
he accosts Marnie. But Mark effortlessly brushes him off, “You really 
are pressing your luck, old boy.” The image fades out.

We fade in on the glorious Pennsylvania countryside, Mark’s car 
visible in the distance, then cut to inside the car. Mark, who is again 
driving, announces, “I thought it was time I brought you home to 
meet my old man.” “You should’ve told me!” “You’re all right,” Mark 
answers. He adds, in another wonderful line, “Dad goes by scent. If 
you smell anything like a horse, you’re in.”

The car pulls up to Wykwyn, the family mansion. Mark’s father 
(Alan Napier), dressed in a three‑piece tweed suit, descends the grand 
staircase. Mark introduces “Mary Taylor” to him. “The track’s closed. 
I thought if I brought her to see your horses, I’d hold her attention 
a bit longer.” “Come along, my dear,” Mr. Rutland says, taking Mar‑
nie’s arm, “I was just about to have a cup of tea.” Lil is stretched out 
on a sofa when the three enter the library. Mark introduces her to 
“Mary,” but Lil points out that she had already seen her at Rutland’s. 
“It bewilders me what any of you can find to do at Rutland’s,” Mark’s 
father says, confirming that Susan had him pegged. Saying “I think I 
rather sprained my wrist this afternoon, there’s sure to be droppage 
and spillage,” Lil asks “Mary” if she would mind serving the tea, no 
doubt hoping her rival wouldn’t know how to do it properly. “You 
take yours with lemon, don’t you, Lil?” Mark says pointedly, adding, 
“Strong with a dash of rum for me.” His father disapproves of “muck‑
ing up tea with strong drink.” “Something sneaky about it, eh?” Lil 
chimes in. “What’s your opinion, Miss Taylor? Do you think old Mark 
here is a sneaky one?”

“Possibly,” Marnie answers guardedly, adding that she usually 
takes her tea “with a cup of hot water and a tea bag.” (She really is 
smart.) “Lazy habit, my dear,” Mr. Rutland—who seems to be a spe‑
cialist in laziness—says, before adding that he’ll “have quite a large 
slice of that butter cake, please.” When Marnie tells him that she rides 
a little, he opines that the “best thing in the world for the inside of 
a man or woman is the outside of a horse.”

By saying “Lil, I’m sure your sturdy young wrist has recovered suf‑
ficiently to pour Dad another cup of tea,” Mark contrives to go alone 
with Marnie to the stables where his father keeps his horses. Jealous, 
Lil holds up her wrist and protests. “I can’t!” Rubbing it in, Mark 
replies, quoting Ralph Waldo Emerson, “When duty whispers low, 
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‘Thou must,’ then youth replies, ‘I can.’ ” “Ratfink!” Lil shouts, lower‑
ing the level of discourse more than a notch, as Mr. Rutland reaches 
for another slice of his favorite Horn & Hardart butter cake. “And you 
misquoted!” So Mark did; Emerson’s line is “the youth replies,” not 
“then youth replies.” But even if Mark misquotes Emerson, he has 
really read him and has taken his philosophy to heart, as will soon 
become apparent.

Lil’s jealousy is so transparent that she comes across as comical 
here. Yet her anguish is real. She is petty and vindictive, but she is 
also a poignant figure. When Hitchcock cuts from this shot to Marnie 
and Mark, viewed from a distance, walking together across the Wyk‑
wyn estate to the stables, the beauty and harmony between nature 
and architecture underscores Lil’s longing for her love of Mark to be 
requited, a longing she knows in her heart will never be fulfilled.

There is a slow dissolve to the interior of the stables—another 
“tunnel shot.”8 As Marnie and Mark, small figures strolling in the 
depths of this frame, disappear from view, Hitchcock cuts abruptly 
to an intimate closeup of the two kissing.

When Mark gently pulls away from 
the kiss, he and Marnie are both smiling. 
Again, she seems to have enjoyed the kiss 
as much as he, although this time we can’t 
rule out the possibility that she was acting, 
since when they were kissing she seemed 
in full possession of her faculties. He says, 
“Will you come up and spend next week‑
end with us? You can bring your tea bag, 
have your pick of the horses . . .” Marnie 
looks away from Mark and toward the 
camera. Still smiling, she is turned inward, 
as if reliving the kiss, its mood still linger‑
ing. But then we see—and see that Mark 
doesn’t see—Marnie’s smile drop. For a 
moment, we see what may be fear in Mar‑
nie’s eyes.

Or is this look resentment, not fear? 
Does Marnie resent Mark for the things he 
has done and is offering to do to train her 
to trust him? She believes that if she were 
to love a man, she would be betraying her 
mother. Is she angry at herself for falling 
for this rich, arrogant man, or for at least 
being tempted by his offer? Or is she not 
even tempted? Does she see Mark as a man 
like any other, a loathsome creature she 
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believes she has only been pretending to 
find attractive? Is it her plan to make him 
fall in love with her, even as he arrogantly 
believes he is making her fall in love with 
him? Is her goal not only to “clean him 
out,” to use Strutt’s phrase, but to teach 
him a painful lesson? Is Marnie not only 
a predator, but an Avenger? Do her serial 
acts of stealing constitute a  project that 

makes her an artist of villainy—the kind of artist for whom artistic 
creation is, allegorically, the moral equivalent of murder, the kind of 
artist Hitchcock’s earlier films declared that he might be?

Mark has known all along, as we have, that Marnie is a liar and a 
thief. Despite his being forewarned, has she nonetheless manipulated 
him into falling for her? This would not be so much as a possibility 
unless, for all Mark’s arrogance and his stated opinion that people are 
a “bad lot,” he believes he sees in Marnie, at least potentially, some‑
thing worth loving, a beauty deeper than the darkness her stealing 
reflects; unless he wishes this “something” to be real; unless he has 
faith that it is real, or that he has the power to make it real. What 
can this “something” be, for Mark, other than a longing for love? Will 
Marnie betray his faith in her capacity to love? As we shall see, I do 
not believe she ever does. But what she is about to do will sorely 
test Mark’s faith.

And has Hitchcock played us for suckers by setting us up to believe 
that Marnie really loves Mark, at least unconsciously? We couldn’t 
believe that unless we, too, had faith that the longing for love we 
wish to see in Marnie, a longing for love we believe we do see at this 
moment, is real. If Hitchcock were ultimately to unmask Marnie (or 
Mark, for that matter) as a villain, he would be unmasking himself as 
well. Will Hitchcock betray our faith? As we shall also see, I do not 
believe he ever does. But our faith, too, will be sorely tested.

As the fear or resentment in Marnie’s eyes gives way to sadness, 
her image slowly fades to black. Again, the screen remains black 
long enough for us to sense that a statement is being made, or, per‑
haps, a question being raised—an enigmatic statement or question 
about Marnie, about her world, about our world, about love, about 
the avoidance of love, about the “art of pure cinema”—before a new 
image fades in and the world on film is reborn out of nothingness.

In the Rutland & Co. office, Marnie is donning her coat as Susan 
says, “Good night, Mary. I have to run.” Picking up her handbag and 
flashing Marnie one last smile, Susan walks out of the frame—and 
out of the film. All around, people are departing for the weekend. As 
the office is emptying, the camera travels with Marnie, always fram‑
ing her from behind, to the ladies’ room. Without speaking to the 
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women gathered at the mirror, she locks 

herself in a stall and waits with her back 

to the wall, a portrait of aloneness, for 

what seems an eternity until the murmur 

of voices gives way to silence.

Once the coast is clear, Marnie crosses 

the office to Susan’s desk. The camera tilts 

down to isolate her handbag, into which 

her gloved hand reaches and pulls out a 

key. Unlocking the top drawer, she mem‑

orizes the safe combination, then opens 

the door to Ward’s office. She is about 

to close the door when, for some reason, 

she decides it’s better—certainly, it’s better 

for the camera—to leave it open. As she 

begins working the combination, there is 

a cut to an extreme long shot that divides 

the frame in two.

In the right half of the frame, Marnie, in front of the safe, is a 

small figure isolated within the frame‑within‑the‑frame of the door‑

way. The moment we cut to this setup, we know that someone will 

materialize in the left half of the frame. With this cut, the camera 

declares itself in a grand theatrical gesture of a kind we have repeat‑

edly encountered in the films we have studied. In Marnie, however, 

this shot stands out as exceptional; in the entire film, there are very 

few occasions when Hitchcock shows his hand in a comparably spec‑

tacular way. Even when the camera does call attention to itself in 

Marnie, it acknowledges the limits of the author’s powers. The pres‑

ent shot’s revelation of the camera’s power to foresee the future, for 

example, is dependent on Marnie’s decision to leave Ward’s office 

door wide open.

To a degree unprecedented in a Hitchcock film, Marnie pays privi‑

leged attention to the thoughts and moods of its characters, rather 

than the author’s fate or the conditions of his authorship. Or perhaps 

it is more accurate to say that what is unprecedented in Marnie is 

its commitment to breaking down or transcending that opposition. 

At every moment, as is already clear from our reading to this point, 

the camera does something to call to our attention to the characters’ 

thoughts and feelings and moods. The camera’s relationship to the 

characters is at every moment so intimate—even, or perhaps espe‑

cially, when their motivations are inscrutable to us—that all of its 

revelations of their thoughts and feelings and moods are also revela‑

tions about the camera itself.

In Marnie, the camera declares itself at every moment, declares 

itself in everything it does, not only when it performs grand  gestures. 
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This has always been true of Hitchcock’s films (otherwise, this book 
would be a great deal slimmer). But in Marnie, this fact or condition 
is precisely what the camera declares when it declares itself. One 
way to put this is to say that to an unprecedented degree, Hitchcock 
identifies with the characters in Marnie; their reality is a reflection of 
his own “inner reality.” Paradoxically, another way to put the point is 
to say that in Marnie, again to an unprecedented degree, Hitchcock 
acknowledges his characters’ separateness from him. This is what 
frees him to love the characters in Marnie, or to express his love for 
them, to a degree that is new for Hitchcock. It seems that his lifetime 
of commitment to the “art of pure cinema” has at last trained him to 
trust his characters. Is that all? That’s a great deal . . . for Hitchcock. 
Has it freed him from the fate of killing the thing he loves?

At the precise moment Marnie opens the safe, an elderly cleaning 
woman, dragging a mop and bucket, does come into view. As she 
mops, she works her way toward the foreground as Marnie, oblivious 
of the woman’s presence, finishes taking the cash, closes the safe, 
and begins walking toward the camera—and, it would appear, her 
inevitable discovery.

Seeming to sense someone’s presence, 
Marnie looks around and spots the clean‑
ing woman. Taking off her shoes and slip‑
ping them into her coat pockets, Marnie 
tiptoes toward the stairway. However, 
repeated cuts to the shoe in one of the 
pockets reveal that, unbeknownst to her, 
the shoe is slipping out, little by little. Will 
she reach the stairway before the shoe 
drops?

Hitchcock famously expounded on 
the difference between suspense and 
surprise:

We are now having a very innocent little chat. 
Let us suppose that there is a bomb underneath 
this table between us. Nothing happens, and 
then all of a sudden, “Boom!” There is an explo‑
sion. The public is surprised, but prior to this 

surprise, it has seen an absolutely ordinary scene, of no special consequence. 
Now, let us take a suspense situation. The bomb is underneath the table, and 
the public knows it, probably because they have seen the anarchist place it 
there. The public is aware that the bomb is going to explode at one o’clock 
and there is a clock in the décor. The public can see that it is a quarter to one. 
In these conditions this same innocuous conversation becomes fascinating 
because the public is participating in the scene. (Truffaut 1984, 73)
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Cutting to the clock makes the viewer 
acutely aware that time is running out. 
In this sequence from Marnie, cutting to 
the shoe functions the same way. And yet, 
when the shoe does drop, Marnie is sur‑
prised, as we are, that the cleaning woman 
takes no notice of the loud thud.

Picking up her shoe, Marnie hurriedly 
makes her way to the stairway. As she looks 
back to make sure she hasn’t been spot‑
ted, a young man—a night watchman?—
appears in the left half of this divided 
frame and walks toward the camera.

Marnie disappears from view just 
before the man walks over to the cleaning 
woman, bends over so his mouth is next 
to her ear and, with warmth and affection, 
shouts, “You’re sure making time tonight, 
Rita. What’s the big rush?” “I want to get to bed. That’s the big rush.”

Mystery explained—this woman is deaf. Hitchcock has tapped into 
his repertory of suspense techniques to make us fearful, for Marnie’s 
sake, that something might be about to happen that, when it does 
happen, turns out to pose no real threat to her. The shoe is nothing 
but a red herring, if a tasty one. Indeed, the entire sequence turns 
out to be a red herring. It sets us up to believe that it makes all the 
difference to Marnie whether she will succeed in pulling off this heist 
without being seen. And yet, nothing actu‑
ally turns on this, as the very next shots 
disclose. Mark knows instantly who it was 
who absconded with the stolen cash. And 
he knows all he needs to know to find her.

Hitchcock elegantly conveys this, and far 
more, in a single pair of shots. The first is 
of Marnie, initially viewed from a distance, 
riding Forio around the idyllic grounds of 
Garrod’s. As Marnie rides into the fore‑
ground, we see her face more clearly—and 
her hair, which is blond again. We all but 
feel her exhilarating sense of freedom—
until she looks in the direction of the cam‑
era. What she sees abruptly changes her 
mood: Mark, in long shot, sternly meeting 
her gaze.

The other shoe has dropped.
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The remarkable conversation between Mark and Marnie that 
ensues, concluding with his blackmailing her into marriage, spans 
several locations and settings: the grounds of Garrod’s in Virginia, 
Marnie’s room at the Red Fox Inn, Mark’s car, the parking lot of a 
roadside Howard Johnson’s restaurant, the restaurant interior, Mark’s 
car again as it approaches Wykwyn in the Main Line suburbs outside 
Philadelphia.

Understandably, Mark is angry. But Mark had been deceiving Mar‑
nie as well by hiding his knowledge that she was a deceiver. She 
stands in need of his forgiveness. But he stands in need of her for‑
giveness, too. He had come to believe that he had trained her to trust 
him. But he has not earned her trust.

“Get down,” Mark orders Marnie. “You’ll walk back to the stable. 
I’ll ride.” They talk on the way. “You said you didn’t trust horses.” “I 
don’t, but they trust me. Which brings us to our relationship . . . Miss 

Edgar.” (By diligent sleuthing, Mark will later explain, he had tracked 
her to Garrod’s, where she was known as “Miss Edgar,” not as “Mrs. 
Taylor.”)

We cut to Marnie’s room at the Red Fox Inn, where Mark is tossing 
her belongings into a suitcase on the bed. From his point of view, 
we see her emerge from the bathroom.

A cut to Mark’s reaction confirms that 
Marnie’s appearance—her hair is now 
blond and elegantly swept up—impress‑
es him. He demands to know whether 
“Edgar” is her real name. When she 
doesn’t immediately answer, he says, 
“I’m fighting a powerful impulse to beat 
the hell out of you.” This gets a rise out 
of Marnie—literally, as she stands up tall 
and, doubled in the mirror on the wall 

behind her, turns to stare fixedly at the camera like the proverbial 
deer in headlights. “At last we communicate,” Mark says. She con‑
firms that “Edgar” is her real name. But when he asks where she’s 
from, she answers with a lie. “California. Los Angeles.”

“Where’s the money?” She goes to the suitcase and takes out an 
envelope. “Here, some of it.” “Where’s the rest?” “Don’t worry. It’s 
safe.” “At some pari‑mutuel window? Or gone on mother’s opera‑
tion . . . ,” Mark adds, unknowingly striking a nerve, the camera close 
enough to Marnie to register a wounded look he doesn’t notice. She 
insists that she doesn’t have anybody. “Not even Mister Taylor? I 
wouldn’t be surprised to hear the rest of the haul is with your late 
husband, Mister Taylor. Somewhere I expect to find him, happily 
reincarnated, the pockets of his good blue burial suit bulging with 
Rutland money.”

6.94
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For all his perceptiveness, air of authority and wit, Mark doesn’t 
really know Marnie. He doesn’t know what makes her believe—not 
wrongly—that she is different from other people. His assumption that 
there is a man in the picture is so far off base that his sarcasm pro‑
vokes her to upbraid him by saying, truthfully, that “the rest of the 
money is in a registered package addressed to me in a post office 
box in New York. You can pick it up there by tomorrow. Here’s the 
key.” Then he asks where “Mister Taylor comes in.” “There’s no such 
person. I’ve never been married.” But before she continues, making 
up her story as she goes along, she walks behind him on her way to 
the suitcase, so his figure eclipses hers in the frame.

Like a dream, the story Marnie goes on 
to fabricate has sources in reality. “Missus 
Taylor was an old friend of my mother’s.” 
“And when you applied at Rutland’s, the 
name just came to your mind?” “I was 
trying to get away from my cousin Jessie. 
She’s no good. If she found out about the 
insurance money, she’d try to get some. 
Make trouble for me.” As she is speaking 
these last words, she again walks behind Mark. “What insurance 
money?” he asks, pronouncing “insurance” the way she does, with 
the accent on the “in.” “Missus Taylor’s. She died.” “Oh, Missus Taylor 
died . . .” He is at its most sarcastic. “Pity. Now you’re working with 
this naughty cousin Jessie.” “Nobody’s working with me!” Marnie says 
with real emotion. But when she denies that she had planned the 
robbery in cold blood, he calls her out for lying. “You’re not from 
Los Angeles, Miss Edgar. Insurance is only pronounced insurance in 
the South.”

Mark sums up his case against her. “You’re a cold, practiced little 
method actress of a liar.” She attempts to defend herself by expanding 
on her story. “I was born in Richmond, Virginia. My father deserted 
us when I was a baby. My mother and I lived in Richmond until I 
was seven. Then we went to California. Mother worked in airplane 
factories. That’s the truth. I swear it! My mother died when I was ten. 
And Missus Taylor took care of me.” Mark buys none of this. For the 
first time her figure eclipses his.

There is an abrupt cut to the two in 
Mark’s car. “Now, suppose you just begin 
at the beginning,” he says, hoping to get 
the straight story. “I was born in Rich‑
mond . . . We were grindingly poor.” 
Mark’s skeptical look cues a cutaway to 
an exterior of the car, now on a highway. 
The rural setting indicates that time has 
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elapsed—time in which Marnie has continued to spin this story, not 
a word of which Mark believes.

We cut back to the same frontal two‑shot. “I was so alone after 
Mother died,” Marnie is saying. “Well, go on,” Mark says. A closeup 
isolates her in the frame. She looks at him, annoyed that he is mak‑
ing her go on telling a story he seems to know she is fabricating. “I 
just went to school and took care of Missus Taylor until she died. 
She left me her house and five thousand dollars in insurance.” She 
makes a point of pronouncing the word the way Yankees do. A fleet‑
ing smile reveals that despite himself Mark appreciates her spunk—as 
he always has.

Obviously relishing this fantasy of freedom, Marnie is beginning 
to enjoy the story she’s making up. “I sold the house. It had a mort‑
gage so I only got nine thousand dollars cash. But there I was with 
fourteen thousand dollars. Me! I could do exactly what I wanted to 
with it! . . . I bought Forio . . . I had two wonderful years. Then last 
November it was all gone so I had to get a job . . .”

Mark says in disgust, “Let’s back up and turn that Mount Everest of 
manure into a few facts.” Then he drops the bombshell. “Your dates 
are all wrong. Previously you were employed by the firm of Strutt 
and Company. I saw you there.”

“You mean you knew all about that when you hired me?” “No. 
I wasn’t positive, but, uh . . .” Mark answers thoughtfully, “. . . I 
thought it might be interesting to keep you around.” (Mark is, after 
all, the self‑described “interested spectator of the passing parade.”) 
Framed in profile, Marnie responds, with extreme agitation, “And all 
this time you’ve been trying to trip me up, trap me?” “I’m not sure 
any more,” he says, not looking at her. At this moment, Mark is not 
fabricating a story; he is engaged in soul‑searching. “I think I was 
just curious at first.” Especially with the qualifying “I think,” this rings 
true. He seems to be surprising himself by what he is saying. “Then 
things got out of control and . . .” For an instant, he looks at her 
out of the corner of his eye. “I liked you.” Translation: “I fell in love 
with you.”

“So I see,” Marnie responds sarcastically, assuming that even if 
he once did like her—which she doubts—he doesn’t like her now. 
Neither endorsing nor contesting her implication, and not expanding 
on his “I liked you,” Mark alters his tone. “Incidentally, I think you 
took a bit of a chance knowing that Rutland’s was a client of Strutt’s.” 
“I didn’t,” she replies shrilly, still unsettled by Mark’s revelation that 
he had seen her at Strutt’s, and perhaps also by his acknowledgment 
that he had “liked” her.

“All right. Let’s . . . get on . . . Are you a compulsive thief? A 
pathological liar?” “What difference does it make?” “Some. It makes 
some difference . . .” After a pause, he adds, “to me.” I hear this as a 
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confession that what he had felt for Marnie, he still feels, but that this 
won’t stop him from taking his responsibilities seriously—whatever 
he judges them to be.

Struck by his altered tone, Marnie again looks directly at Mark, 
this time without anger. For a long moment, he doesn’t speak. When 
he breaks his silence, he again changes his tone, perhaps to cover 
the vulnerability he has just revealed. “Have you ever been in jail?”

Meeting his gaze, Marnie answers, “Certainly not.” Then she 
looks away. Framed in profile, she says, in as sincere a voice as she 
can muster, “I know you’ll never believe me now, and it’s my own 
fault. It’s true about Strutt . . . I just kind of went crazy, I guess, 
but . . . Old Mister Strutt was so . . . Oh, I hated him!” Mark again 
looks directly at Marnie. “Like you hate me?” She meets his gaze and 
answers, again in a sincere voice, “Oh, no, not you!” Mark silently 
takes this in. Does he believe her? Do we?

With Mark’s silence hanging in the air, the car pulls into the park‑
ing lot of a Howard Johnson’s restaurant—an extraordinarily ordinary 
place for such a conversation. He says, “Clean up your face.” He looks 
at her as she is wiping her eyes and seems about to say something 
more. He doesn’t say it. All he says is “Come on,” and they leave 
the car.

In the restaurant, Mark leads Marnie to a booth near the door. 
A waitress comes to their table. “Good afternoon. What’ll you folks 
have?” Marnie orders a frank and coffee. “Same for me,” Mark says. 
“Okey‑doke” is the reply. She’s a Howard Johnson’s waitress to the 
core.

Once they’re alone, Mark and Marnie continue what Mark calls 
their “little discussion.” “The chronic use of an alias is not consistent 
with your story of sudden temptation and unpremeditated impulse.” 
“What if you’d stolen almost ten thousand dollars? Wouldn’t you 
change your name? Oh, what’s the use? Why should I even try to 
make you understand?” Mark is isolated in a closeup as he replies, 
with emotion, “I’m not only trying to understand you, I’m trying to 
believe you!” “Why?” “Because, damn it, I want to. Can you under‑
stand that?”

Marnie stares wordlessly at Mark, knowing that what he wants her 
to understand is that, in today’s parlance, he has feelings for her. At 
this emotionally charged moment, the waitress returns. “Here you 
are, folks.” As soon as they are alone again, Marnie says, “Mark, the 
reasons for what I did at Rutland’s, they were so mixed up. What I 
wanted to say before . . . I needed to get away, can’t you see? Away 
from . . . Rutland’s.” Mark looks up at her, his eyes skeptical. “Don’t 
you understand? Things were . . . We were . . .” Marnie speaks these 
words in a sincere voice. But what does she want him to under‑
stand? To see? She needed to get away from Rutland’s. Why? Because 
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“Things were . . . ,” “We were . . .” Were what? Marnie leaves it to 
Mark to finish these sentences, to understand that what she is she 
saying, without saying it, is that she felt—perhaps feels—for him what 
he felt, feels, for her.

“So we were,” Mark responds without sarcasm. “Was that any rea‑
son to run away?” “I thought it was time I got out before I got hurt. I 
mean, why try to kid myself?” We think we know that Marnie means 
that she did love him, but did not believe he loved her; and that 
even if he did, that he did not, could not, love her “for herself” (as 
Vertigo’s Judy puts it in the letter to Scottie she never delivers). How 
could he love the liar and thief she had believed he hadn’t known 
she was when he hired her?

Mark scrutinizes Marnie for a long moment before he asks, seem‑
ingly out of the blue, “Are you called Margaret?” “Marnie.” Again, 
he looks at her. “Oh, God, Mark, if you let me go . . .” Is she afraid 
of being hurt? Afraid of hurting him? Is this all an act? “I can’t let 
you go, Marnie. Somebody’s got to take care of you and help you. 
I can’t turn you loose. If I let you go, I’m criminally and morally 
responsible.”

Perplexed, Marnie studies Mark’s face for a clue as to the alterna‑
tive he has in mind.

“All right, Marnie, this is how it’s going to be,” he announces. 
“I’m driving you back to Philadelphia . . . Tomorrow you’ll go to 
Rutland’s. You’ll see that Susan’s key finds its way back into her 
handbag.” He explains that when he learned she had cleared out, 
he checked Ward’s safe, figured how much was missing, and replaced 
it. Then he set out to find her. Mark is taking Marnie back to Wyk‑
wyn now, he tells her, because he doesn’t trust her not to run away. 
“How can I run away? You have the receipt, the post office key, my 
name.” “Margaret Edgar. You sure that’s all the name you have? You 
sure you haven’t misplaced an old husband or two in your travels?” 
“I told you I’ve never been married.” “Near misses?” “No! And no 
lovers, no steadies, no beaus, no gentlemen callers, nothing!” “Okay, 
eat up,” is all Mark says. Marnie shakes her head no, then asks if she 
can “freshen up.” “You’re fresh enough. Come on.”

We cut abruptly to the familiar two shot in the car. “You know, 
I can’t believe you, Marnie. There must’ve been a great many men 
interested in you.” “I didn’t say men weren’t interested in me. I wasn’t 
interested in them.” “Never?” “No. That is . . . not until . . .” Marnie 
looks at Mark. “Why me?” “You were different, Mark.”

The shooting script specifies that Marnie is “trying desperately to 
suggest a love‑sick girl.” As an interpretation of this moment in the 
film, however, this strikes me as too cynical. We can view Marnie at 
this moment as acting. But we can also view her as meaning what 
she is implying—even if she is also acting. She is interested in Mark. 
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She knows he is different from the likes of Strutt, even if she may 
be denying this to herself. What I find impossible is to view Marnie 
at this moment, the way the shooting script describes her, as sim‑
ply lying. And what counts is not what a screenplay asserts about 
its characters, but what is revealed when the “art of pure cinema” 
breathes singular life into them.

Jay Presson Allen’s screenplay is as beautifully written as any I 
have read, but the Marnie she describes is not the film’s Marnie. 
The character biography that precedes the screenplay proper asserts 
that Marnie “responds intuitively to [Mark’s] outward quality without 
knowing anything at all of the depth of excellence, grace, and spirit 
that must lie beneath the surface.” I do not recognize the Marnie 
incarnated by Tippi Hedren, or, for that matter, Mark as Sean Con‑
nery incarnates him, in this characterization. If Marnie really knew 
nothing of his “depth of excellence, grace, and spirit,” why would 
such a man love her? If Mark loved a woman who did not know 
him at all—a woman who possessed no “depth of excellence, grace, 
and spirit” of her own—he would not be a man with the “depth of 
excellence, grace, and spirit” Sean Connery projects. Mark does not 
fully understand this yet, but his challenge will be to help Marnie 
acknowledge what she knows in her heart—to help her become the 
woman he sees her as capable of being, the woman she is afraid to 
let herself become.

Mark’s first response is to say, “It won’t wash, Marnie.” (It is remark‑
able how many times the film’s dialogue employs thematically charged 
language that invokes washing, washing away, cleaning, cleansing, 
freshening up, purifying, brushing, and so on.) “But it’s true! I really 
liked you,” she insists. Looking at her, he says, seriously, “Yes, I think 
you did.” We think so, too, and are glad that he says this—and means 
it. Then he shatters the mood. “But don’t try to make it sound like any 
more than that.” He doesn’t appear to understand (as we do, thanks 
to being privy to Marnie’s conversation with her mother and to the 
waves of red that assault her) that for this woman to “really like” a 
man is as momentous as it was for Sophie, the jaguarundi, to have 
trusted one. But appearances can be deceiving. “When we get home, 
I’ll explain that we had a lover’s quarrel. That you ran away. That I 
went after you and brought you back. That’ll please Dad. He admires 
action. Then I’ll explain that we’re going to be married before the 
week is out, therefore you should stay on at Wykwyn. That I can’t 
bear to have you out of my sight. He also admires wholesome animal 
lust. We’ll be married just as soon as the law allows. We’ll catch an 
outbound boat. Where do you want to go? You ever been to the South 
Seas?” Marnie, increasingly outraged, finally protests, “What are you 
trying to pull?” “I’m trying to pull . . . a proposal. Let’s see, how shall 
I phrase it? How about: Will you be mine?”
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This must be the least romantic proposal—the least convention‑
ally romantic, at any rate—in the history of cinema. “You’re out of 
your mind!” is Marnie’s understandable response. “That’s a possibil‑
ity. The name ‘Marnie’ . . . Yes, I’ll just go on calling you ‘Marnie.’ 
That’s easily explained. Pet name. But the ‘Taylor’ . . . We’ll just have 
to marry you off as ‘Mary Taylor.’ It’s perfectly legal. You can sign 
yourself ‘Minnie Q. Mouse’ on a marriage license, you’re still legally 
married.” “But you know what I am. I’m Minnie Q. Thief! I’m a thief 
and a liar!” “It seems to be my misfortune to have fallen in love with 
a thief and a liar.”

“In love?!” Marnie exclaims, more to herself than to Mark. Then 
she looks directly at him. “Oh, Mark, if you love me, you’ll let me go. 
Just let me go, Mark, please. Mark, you don’t know me . . .” He casts 
her a skeptical smile. “I am not like other people. I know what I am!” 
“I doubt that you do, Marnie,” he says, kindness in his voice. Then 
he comes out with several of the choicest lines in the film. “We’ll 
just have to deal with whatever it is that you are. Whatever you are, 
I love you. It’s horrible, I know. But I do love you.” I wouldn’t relish 
these lines as much as I do if they weren’t so perfectly tailored to 
Sean Connery’s insouciant manner, which convinces us that Mark 
relishes them as much as the actor does, and at the same time leaves 
us in no doubt that the character he is playing is speaking truthfully.

“You don’t love me,” Marnie retorts, her voice rising in anger, not 
so much doubting his sincerity as frustrated by his lack of self‑knowl‑
edge. “I’m just something you’ve caught! You think I’m some kind 
of animal you’ve trapped!” Her words, too, have the ring of truth. 
And Mark acknowledges that truth when he says, bemused by the 
absurdity of the situation, but also moved by the depth of Marnie’s 
feeling and his own, “And I’ve caught something really wild this time, 
haven’t I? I’ve tracked you and caught you, and by God I’m going 
to keep you! Oh, and, Marnie, when we get home, no cute ideas 
about absconding with the Wykwyn silver. Just get a grip on your‑
self for one short week and after that you can take legal possession.” 
“Like you take legal possession?” “Yes, if you want to put it that way. 
Somebody’s got to take on the responsibility for you, Marnie. And it 
narrows down to a choice of me or the police, old girl.”

In saying all this, Mark is not disavowing his love. He is “taking on 
the responsibility” for Marnie, as he puts it, because he loves her. At 
this point, though, he has little idea what he is getting himself into. 
His understanding of what his love for Marnie entails—what “love” 
means, what the responsibility is that he is taking on, what its limits 
are—will deepen as Marnie unfolds. It has to deepen if their marriage 
is to have any chance of becoming, for both of them, a relationship 
worth having, a relationship that enables them both to walk in the 
direction of the “unattained but attainable self.” When a man black‑
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mails a woman into marrying him, denies her the freedom to say 
no, and claims her as his possession, their relationship may be a 
marriage legally, but is not a true marriage by the standards set by 
the great Hollywood comedies of remarriage of the 1930s and 1940s 
(It Happened One Night, The Awful Truth, The Philadelphia Story, 

Adam’s Rib, et al.). Marnie will have to earn Mark’s trust, and Mark 
will have to earn Marnie’s. And both will have to achieve forgive‑
ness—of each other, and of themselves.

Fade in on the exterior of Wykwyn. The camera cranes in on the 
door as it opens and Mark and Marnie exit, followed by Lil, Mark’s 
father, an Episcopal clergyman, and “Cousin Bob” (“our banking 
cousin,” Mark explains to Marnie), who hands Mark envelopes with 
travelers’ checks and a letter of credit. Lil gives Mark a goodbye kiss 
she tries to turn into a passionate kiss on the lips. Mark gently but 
firmly pushes her away, saying, “Take care, Lil. We’ll send you a noble 
savage.” He says goodbye to his father and thanks the minister with 
the equally witty line, “Without you it wouldn’t have been legal.” Mar‑
nie and Lil exchange polite smiles before Mark leads Marnie away, 
exiting the frame screen left.

Bob and Lil are alone in the frame as 
we hear Mark’s father’s offscreen voice say, 
“Let’s go finish the champagne and cake 
before they spirit it away.” He adds (this 
is another of my favorite lines), “Really 
splendid cake, you know.” As Mark and 
Marnie depart, the camera moves in to 
frame Lil and Bob in a tight two‑shot. 
Their ensuing conversation, as Hitchcock films it, is a brilliant—and 
ultimately moving—little tour de force.

Bob: That engagement ring must have been at least five carats.

Lil: Six and a half. Blue‑white. Perfect stone.

Bob: His mother left perfectly good jewelry. It’s just sitting there 
at the bank.

Lil: He wanted her to have something that had never belonged to 
anyone else.

Bob: But six and a half carats! And cashing in a bond to pay for a 
ring.

Lil: But he didn’t pay for it. He charged it . . . It cost forty‑two thou‑
sand dollars—plus tax.

Bob: Did you say forty‑two thousand dollars?

6.97
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All this time, Bob has alternated between looking screen left and 

looking at Lil. She has never stopped looking screen left. A closeup 

isolates Lil in the frame as Bob says “The man’s deranged!” A cut to 
her point of view reveals that she is looking at Mark’s car, small in 

the distance, as it drives away on the tree‑lined lane leading out of 

the estate.
Over this hauntingly beautiful shot—the 

converging lines of trees make it a vari‑

ant of a “tunnel shot”—Bob’s voice con‑
tinues. “You know what he did to me last 

Saturday?” But his small‑minded petti‑

ness is transcended by the elegiac mood 
the image expresses and casts. The mood 

is Lil’s as she watches the love of her life 

drive off with the bride she had dreamed 
of being. The shot marks the death of her 

dream.

When we cut back to Lil, the mood of 
the point‑of‑view shot lingers. Under its 

melancholy spell, the closeup, too, casts 

a spell over us. For the first time we see, 
in the china doll beauty of Lil’s—that is, 

Diane Baker’s—face, and especially in her 

eyes, a fragility and an emotional depth, 
a profound sadness, usually masked by her breezily cynical manner. 

And yet, Bob’s voice, droning on, keeps dragging her mind into the 

mud.

He came out to the club waving a check for seven thousand dollars and insisted 

that I break up my golf game, go in and open the bank, and hand over to 

him seven thousand . . . He cashed that very nice bond against my advice, 

made me get him the money. Ten thousand in small bills. And when I asked 

him why he wanted ten thousand in small bills, he said, “Well, old man, I’m 

being blackmailed, and they specified small bills.” I know that most people 

find Mark’s humor charming. I do not. There is nothing charming about run‑

ning through . . . approximately seventy thousand dollars in one week. A six 

or seven thousand dollar or South Seas honeymoon, conservatively speaking, 

and a forty‑two thousand dollar ring. All that money spent to celebrate what? 

This meager, furtive little wedding? He didn’t even ask Mother.

Throughout this monologue, which I have quoted almost in full to 

convey how powerful a distraction its distinctly un‑breezy cynicism 
poses to pondering the mysteries of love and life, there are cuts back 

and forth between Lil, her gaze as unwavering as Greta Garbo’s at 

the end of Queen Christina, and Bob, his face matching his voice in 
conveying small‑minded pettiness.
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A war is raging within Lil. She is still haunted by the beautiful 
dream that in her heart she knows has died. Lil’s longing for the 
transcendental (and Diane Baker’s, I cannot but believe, not to men‑
tion that of cinematographer Robert Burks) makes her face glow with 
inner beauty.

But the transcendental in Lil’s soul is 
fighting a losing battle. Bob is speaking 
her language. His voice, piling on detail 
after detail of Mark’s outrageous behavior, 
is for Lil like a voice from within. She is 
connecting the dots to turn what to Bob 
is only evidence of Mark’s irresponsibility 
into clues to a mystery—a mystery that, 
she imagines in her desperation, if only 
she solved, she could free the man she 
has always loved from her rival’s clutches.

Once Bob finishes, Lil lowers her eyes 
as if ashamed of her thoughts, but also 
to block out reality the better to absorb 
herself in a scene she is conjuring in her 
mind’s eye. Like Joe in The Lodger when he 
chooses to look back down into the mud, 
Lil opens her eyes again, determined to 
make her fantasy real. At the same time, our view of her face dis‑
solves into an extreme long shot of her emerging from her room at 
Wykwyn, behind the //// of the balustrade.

It is as if what Hitchcock’s camera is showing us is what Lil was—
is—imagining in the previous shot. As this book has demonstrated, 
it is a recurring Hitchcock practice to suggest a psychic connection 
between the camera’s views, which constitute reality within the world 
of the film, and a character’s “inner reality.”

Lil enters Mark’s room and closes the door behind her. She rum‑
mages through his desk until she finds his checkbook. Between the 
pages, there is a piece of paper on which is written, “Pay off Strutt.” 
Perplexed, she reads these words out loud. With a determined book, 
she writes “Strutt” on another piece of paper. Crumpling it, she sits, 
looking down, lost in thought.

There is an abrupt cut to the deck of a ship at sea. Then we cut 
to a flower arrangement with a card saying, “From all of us at Rut‑
land’s.” The camera pans to the right—past portholes and curtains 
in the background and, in the foreground, a long sofa and a coffee 
table with more flowers—to Mark, mixing himself a drink. “Booze?” 
he asks Marnie loudly enough to be heard in the adjoining room. 
Hearing no answer, he asks, “Shall I fix you a drink?” and enters that 
room, which has two double beds, one with the cover and sheet invit‑
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ingly pulled down. The camera pans to the closed bathroom door. 
Mark knocks on it. “Would you like some bourbon to brush your 
teeth?” From behind the closed door, Marnie replies, “No, thank you.”

Sitting on one of the beds, drink in hand, Mark says, “Contrary to 
the movies and the Ladies Home Journal, the battleground of mar‑
riage is not, I repeat, not, the bedroom . . . It is in the bath and for 
the bath, that the lines are drawn and no quarter given. It seems to 
me, we are getting off to a dangerously poor start, darling. You’ve 
been in the bathroom exactly forty‑seven minutes.” Then he looks 
up and sees Marnie step out of the bathroom.

“You can have the bath now.” “Thank 
you,” he says, unable to take his eyes 
off her. “You’re very sexy with your face 
clean. Marnie, come here.” The shooting 
script describes her reaction nicely: “Like 
a prisoner responding to a warden’s order, 
she obeys, walks directly to him. . . . She 
stands, hands at her side. He doesn’t touch 
her, but sits, looking up at her.” Mark gen‑
tly takes Marnie’s arm as she slowly low‑
ers herself onto the bed beside him, the 
camera moving in close. He turns her face 
toward him and leans in to kiss it.

Marnie abruptly pulls away. Scream‑
ing, “I can’t! I can’t! I can’t!” she runs 
into the other room, Mark close behind. 
“For God’s sake, Marnie!” Hurling herself 
into the far corner of the long sofa, she 
shouts, “I can’t stand it! I’ll die! If you 
touch me again, I’ll die!” (In Jay Pres‑
son Allen’s screenplay, the line is “I’ll kill 
you,” not “I’ll die.” Something important is 
gained by this change: it prepares us for 
her suicide attempt, which it makes more 
ambiguous than it would otherwise be 
[since it suggests that it may be motivated, 
at one level, by a wish to prove to Mark 

the validity of her prophecy]. To be sure, something is also lost: an 
opportunity to underscore the idea that what Marnie dreads, however 
unconsciously, is discovering that she is really a killer by nature.)

Mark begins to move toward her, but stops when she recoils. “I 
promise I won’t touch you. Just get out of that damn corner, please.” 
Marnie doesn’t move. “Now, suppose you tell me what this is all 
about. Is it your own little way of saying you don’t find me particular‑
ly attractive?” “I told you not to marry me . . . Oh, God, why couldn’t 
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you have just let me go?” He asks her to let him fix her a drink. “Just 
leave me alone!” “Not till I find out what’s the matter, and some way 
to help.” “The only way you can help me is to leave me alone! Can’t 
you understand? . . . I cannot bear to be handled!” “By anybody? Or 
just me?” “You. Men.”

“You didn’t seem to mind at my office that day, or at the stables,” 
Mark points out. “And all this last week I’ve ‘handled’ you. I’ve kissed 
you many times. Why didn’t you break out into a cold sweat and back 
into a corner then?” “I thought I could stand it”—that is, having sex 
with Mark, not just being kissed by him—“if I had to.” Saying, “I see,” 
Mark doesn’t challenge this explanation. But we are in a position to 
question it. In the case of the kiss in his office, we know that “I can 
stand it if I have to” is not what Marnie was thinking, if only because 
we know that she was in such a state that she wasn’t thinking at all 
when they were kissing. And afterward, she had no memory of the 
kiss, much less what she was thinking during it.

“Have you always felt like this?” “Always, yes!” “Why? What hap‑
pened to you?” “Nothing happened to me. I just never wanted any‑
body to touch me!” “Have you ever tried to talk about it, to a doctor 
or somebody who could help you?” “No, why should I? I didn’t 
want to get married. It’s degrading. It’s animal! Anyway, I was doing 
all right the way I was.” As she says this, 
she is framed beside a lamp whose shade 
blends so perfectly with the wood panel‑
ing background that it is all but invisible, 
making the base look conspicuously phal‑
lic. (There could be no more appropriate 
moment for Hitchcock to pull this device 
out of his bag, or handbag, of tricks.)

“I wouldn’t say that,” Mark replies caus‑
tically, beginning another brilliantly written monologue.

If I hadn’t caught you, you’d have gone on stealing. . . . Eventually, you would’ve 
got caught by . . . some other sexual blackmailer . . . The chances of it being 
someone as permissive as me are pretty remote. Sooner or later, you’d have 
gone to jail. Or been cornered in an office by some old bull of a businessman 
who was out to take what he figured was coming to him. You’d probably have 
got him and jail. So I wouldn’t say you were doing all right, Marnie. I’d say 
you needed help.

“I don’t need your help,” Marnie retorts. “I don’t think you’re 
capable of judging what you need. What you do need, I expect, is a 
psychiatrist.” “Men! Say ‘no thanks’ to one and bingo, you’re a candi‑
date for the funny farm. It would be hilarious if it weren’t pathetic.” 
“Let’s try to get some rest . . . We’ll talk this out tomorrow.” “I’ve told 
you how I feel. I’ll feel the same way tomorrow, and the day after, 
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and the day after that!” She turns her back 
to Mark, and the camera, underscoring the 
ambiguity as to whether this is a predic‑
tion or a vow.

“All right, Marnie. We won’t talk about 
it until you want to . . . Let’s drop this for 
the present and try to get through this 
bloody honeymoon cruise with as much 
grace as possible. Let’s try at least to be 

kind to each other.” “Kind!” She almost chokes on the word. “If that’s 
too much, I’ll be kind to you, and you’ll be polite to me.” “You won’t!” 
“I won’t,” he echoes her, as she had echoed him. But then he adds, 
“I give you my word.” She finally turns to look at him. “Well, let’s 
try and get some rest,” he says, going to the door to the other room. 
“You, in your little bed over there. Me, light years away, in mine here.” 
Recognizing that his sarcasm is not a disavowal of his promise, she 
says, “Thank you.” Mark exits, and there is an eloquent cut to a long 
shot of Marnie, wiping sweat and tears from her face, melancholy in 
her solitude. This image slowly fades to black.

Fade in on Mark and Marnie, sitting 
in the ship’s dining room. “You’re going 
to bring a little pizzazz down to the old 
farm, my dear,” he says. “I noticed before 
we left, Dad was pulling out his silk shirts.” 
She seems more interested in eating than 
listening.9

We dissolve quickly to Mark and Mar‑
nie at poolside. Marnie says, “What do you 

mean, what will I do with myself? I had of course assumed I would 
become a society hostess.”10

There is a quick dissolve to a third brief scene. This time, Mark 
and Marnie are at a table in the lounge, he with a tall cocktail, she a 
glass of orange juice. He is telling her about a phenomenon of nature 
that he seems to think will be of special interest to her.

In Africa, in Kenya, there’s quite a beautiful flower. It’s coral colored with 

little green‑tipped blossoms, rather like a hyacinth. If you reach out to touch 

it, you’d discover that the flower was not a flower at all, but a design made 

up of hundreds of tiny insects called fattid [the screenplay’s misspelling; I will 

continue to spell it this way, although the correct spelling is “flatid”] bugs. They 

escape the eyes of hungry birds by living and dying in the shape of a flower.

In his useful book The Making of Marnie, Tony Lee Moral sees this 
speech as “the crux of the film.” He quotes Jay Presson Allen, who 
understands its point this way: “In any aspect of beauty, there may be 
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extremely ugly elements, but the overall thing is beautiful. Marnie has 
terrible problems, but [Mark] sees her as a beautiful thing” (Moral 
2002, 48). In her shooting script, Allen has Mark preface his speech 
with “There is no such thing as ‘the norm’; we’re all singular,” and 
end it by adding that the bugs seem to have invented the flower they 
imitate, “as there is none other like it in nature . . . Even the flower 
the bugs imitate is singular.” And when Marnie does not look up at 
this, “he kills the rest of his drink” and all but barks, “As singular as I 
am, Marnie—as singular even as you.” These lines are omitted in the 
film—perhaps because they make their point so obviously and direct‑
ly, as opposed to the evocativeness of the central part of the speech 
they bookend. Omitted, too, is Marnie’s explicit lack of interest, which 
risks conveying the erroneous impression that Mark’s speech simply 
goes over her head. (As we have observed, Tippi Hedren’s Marnie is 
as smart as Sean Connery’s Mark. Nothing either says goes over the 
other’s head.)

“Lady animals figure very largely as predators,” Mark had point‑
edly remarked to Marnie when they were alone in his office. Sig‑
nificantly, he is no longer characterizing her as a predator, but as 
a vulnerable animal instinctively hiding behind a mask designed as 
a defense against predators. The flower it is the fattid bugs’ collec‑
tive instinct to create helps them survive in a bird‑eat‑bug world 
that revolves around killing. Mark is saying to Marnie, without liter‑
ally saying it, that he knows now that she isn’t the predator he had 
thought she was, and that he is not a predator; that she can safely 
reveal herself to him as she is “for herself,” as Vertigo’s Judy puts it, 
because he will find her true self just as singular, just as beautiful, 
as her mask.

And yet, the beauty of the fattid bug’s “flower” serves only to 
deceive hungry birds that have no appetite for flowers, whereas the 
beauty of Marnie’s mask is seductive. Were its only purpose to hide 
her vulnerability from men who would otherwise devour her, figu‑
ratively speaking, why create a mask those predators find irresistibly 
attractive? Mark doesn’t yet know—nor do we; nor does Marnie, at 
least consciously—that she created her beautiful, seductive mask to 
keep herself from remembering what it is that happened to her when 
she was a child—or, rather, what it is that she did—that motivated 
her to create this beautiful, seductive mask. She killed a man. She is 
torn between her wish to know, and her wish not to know, the truth 
about herself. She fears discovering that she is really a predator, a 
killer by nature.

Predators, too, burn bright with beauty, of course. The beauty of 
nature masks the ugliness of killing. But the ugliness nature’s beau‑
ty masks is itself a mask. What it masks is the singularity of every‑
thing in nature—even predators, and even those whose instinct is 
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to  protect themselves from predators by appearing other than what 
they are. The Emersonian point of Mark’s fable is that everything in 
nature is beautiful, because everything in nature strives instinctively 
to live, to exist, to become its singular self—including Marnie. And 
including Marnie. 

Mark, who understands human behavior to be rooted in instincts 
inherited from animal ancestors, wants Marnie to take the fattid bug 
“flower” to heart as a metaphor for herself. But Hitchcock wants us 
also to understand it as a metaphor for the film we are viewing. A 
clue that Marnie takes the fattid bug “flower” to be one of the film’s 
own self‑images is the fact that when Mark says that fattid bugs 
“escape the eyes of hungry birds by living and dying in the shape 
of a flower,” virtually every word—escape, eyes, hungry, birds, living, 
dying, flower–resonates with ideas and images that recur in every 
Hitchcock film. Flowers, eyes, and birds, in particular, are quintes‑
sential Hitchcock motifs or signatures. 

If we take the fattid bug “flower” to be a metaphor for Marnie, 
what can we glean from it? It suggests that when we view Marnie 
only from a bird’s eye perspective, as it were, as we do when we first 
encounter the film, we are deceived. We see it as a jewel‑like flower, 
as perfect as a really good emerald. Viewers with the minds of “hun‑
gry birds,” having no appetite for flowers, will find no reason to look 
any closer. But those who find this flower‑that‑is‑no‑real‑flower to 
be irresistibly attractive will likely be moved to look more closely, as 
we are doing here. They will find it to be made up of a multitude of 
individual shots, a multitude of individual moments, each one singu‑
lar, each one beautiful. Metaphorically speaking, each is a vulnerable 
creature possessed of the universal instinct to strive to exist, to live, to 
hold death at bay. Each is also possessed, like the fattid bug, of the 
more specialized instinct to join with others of its kind to mask its 
nature by collectively taking on the design of a beautiful flower. And 
yet, what Marnie is designed to mask, it is also designed to move us 
to unmask. To what end?

“Every art, every worthwhile human enterprise, has its poet‑
ry,” Cavell writes, “ways of doing things that perfect the possibili‑
ties of the enterprise itself, make it the one it is.” Film achieves its  
particular poetry, as Cavell suggests, “when it achieves the perception 
that “every motion an station, in particular every human posture an 
gesture, however glancing”—including the gestures characters per‑
form by saying what they say the way they say it, and the gestures 
the camera performs in silence—“has its poetry,” or you may say 
its lucidity” (Cavell 2004, 96). As every page of the present chapter 
demonstrates, Marnie is cinematic poetry at its deepest and most 
beautiful. 
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In his essay “The Poet,” Emerson observes—poetically, as is his 
wont—that “it is not metres, but a metre‑making argument that 
makes a poem–a thought so passionate, and alive, that, like the spirit 
of a plant or an animal, it has an architecture of its own, and adorns 
nature with a new thing.” What is the thought, then, that makes 
Marnie such a singular and beautiful cinematic poem? What is the 
thought that makes the film a “new thing,” one that “adorns nature” 
with an “architecture of its own”? I believe that it is precisely the 
film’s thought, as passionate and alive as the spirit of Marnie herself, 
that the “art of pure cinema” is an art of pure poetry.

The preceding chapters envisioned Hitchcock thrillers as at once 
masking and revealing their author’s vulnerability—Hitchcock’s all 
too human fear of making himself known, his fear of finding that 
his nature, hence his art, is murderous. But Marnie transcends Hitch‑
cock’s own fears. In Marnie, Hitchcock gets beyond his own case, his 
own longing for acknowledgment. His motivation is to win acknowl‑
edgment for the “art of pure cinema,” not for his own mastery of that 
art. Does this mean that Marnie is not really a Hitchcock thriller at 
all?

Features of the Hitchcock thriller that Marnie retains, as this chap‑
ter has incessantly pointed out, include the eclipses, white flashes, 
frames‑within‑frames, profile shots, “tunnel shots,” ////s, symboli‑
cally charged colors, sounds, and objects, and so on that are every‑
where to be found in Marnie. But what function do these Hitchcock 
signatures serve, if they are no longer expressions of his longing for 
acknowledgment? Can we say that these motifs, echoes of Hitchcock 
thrillers past, haunt Marnie, the way the color red haunts Marnie? 
As we have noted, the color red, whose meaning had become lost 
to Marnie, is itself a Hitchcock signature, a memento of Hitchcock’s 
past. When Marnie relives her past, she awakens to the reality that 
she has killed, although this killing was an act of love, not murder. 
The revelation that Marnie has killed is at the same time a revelation 
about Marnie—the revelation that the film’s narrative revolves around 
an act of killing, which is a defining feature of the Hitchcock thriller. 
It is as if Marnie’s acknowledgment of the reality that she has killed 
is also the film’s acknowledgment that it really is a Hitchcock thriller. 
If Psycho is the Hitchcock thriller to end all Hitchcock thrillers, as 
the previous chapter in effect argues, Marnie is the Hitchcock thriller 
that transcends, or transfigures, the Hitchcock thriller—the Hitchcock 
thriller that rises from Psycho’s ashes, rises from the ashes of the 
Hitchcock thriller itself, hence from its own ashes, to declare that 
although Hitchcock thrillers revolve around killing, their creation can 
be acts of love, not murder. With this revelation, we can perhaps say, 
Marnie acknowledges its own past, acknowledges that it is past. In 
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this way, Marnie frees Hitchcock to put the Hitchcock thriller behind 
him. Mary Rose, the film he had it at heart to make after Marnie, 
would not have been a Hitchcock thriller at all.

If Marnie were a whodunit, the climactic revelation that Mar‑
nie’s mother had been a prostitute, and that as a child Marnie had 
killed one of her johns, would be the solution to the mystery that 
is the film’s raison d’être. But Hitchcock thrillers are not whodunits. 
Marnie’s “flashback” is a brilliant sequence, to be sure, but it is not 
privileged over other sequences. Every moment of Marnie is singular. 
Every moment is beautiful.

It would be only a slight exaggeration to say that the events that 
unfold in the “flashback” are the film’s MacGuffin. What happened to 
Marnie in the past is central to making the screenplay’s Marnie the 
character she is. But what has it to do with making the film’s Marnie, 
at every moment the camera relates to her, the poetic creation of the 
“art of pure cinema” that she is? In Hitchcock’s film, as distinguished 
from Jay Presson Allen’s screenplay, the past participates in revealing 
Marnie’s singularity only when the camera makes it present, when 
it is present to the camera. What is then revealed does not actu‑
ally explain what it is that “causes” Marnie to act in the singular 
ways we see her do throughout the film. For it offers no explanation 
as to what causes her to act in the singular ways she does in this 
sequence. As a child, it is revealed, Marnie’s instinct was already to 
find herself repelled by the sailor’s closeness, to cry out in her dis‑
tress to her mother, to respond to her mother’s own call for help by 
killing the man she believed, wrongly, to be killing her mother. The 
self‑knowledge Marnie achieves by reliving this unbearably painful 
childhood experience is not a matter of her learning what caused 
her to become the way she is. It is a matter of her awakening to the 
reality that this is her past, and that it is past, a matter of letting an 
old self die, or acknowledging that it has already died, that a new 
self has been born. It is a matter of taking a step in the direction of 
her unattained yet attainable self.

In Marnie, as we have suggested, the camera has remarkably inti‑
mate relationships with its subjects, even when their motivations are 
most obscure to us. At every moment, the camera is doing some-

thing not only to alert us to the characters’ thoughts and feelings 
and moods, but to move us to have compassion for them, to care 
deeply about their fates. Is it, then, that Marnie is concerned with 
its characters, as opposed to being concerned, as Hitchcock’s films 
had always been, with his own role as author? As we have also sug‑
gested, it is more apt to think of Marnie as breaking down or tran‑
scending that opposition. In Marnie, the camera’s relationships to its 
subjects are so intimate that every revelation about them feels like 
a revelation about the camera as well, about the art of pure cinema, 
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Hitchcock’s great love. It is the love he achieves for his characters, 
and the compassion he achieves for us and for himself, that made 
Marnie, for Hitchcock, a matter of taking a step in the direction of 
his unattained yet attainable self. 

From the lounge we dissolve to Mark peering over the top of the 
book he is reading (Animals of the Seashore), effecting a segue to 
Marnie’s notorious so‑called rape scene—which happens to be one 
of the most singular, and beautiful, sequences in the film.

Evan Hunter, whom Hitchcock original‑
ly hired to adapt Winston Graham’s novel, 
felt that this scene, as Hitchcock wanted 
him to write it, was offensive. Hunter later 
wrote about their disagreement. “Evan,” 
he quotes Hitchcock as saying, “when he 
sticks it in her, I want that camera right 
on her face” (Moral 2002, 36). As soon as 
he heard that, Hunter writes, he knew he 
was in for trouble. Indeed, when he wrote a sanitized alternative for 
Hitchcock’s consideration, he found himself peremptorily fired and 
replaced with Jay Presson Allen. Some critics have accepted Hunter’s 
account as proof of Hitchcock’s gross sexism. I wasn’t there, need‑
less to say, but it seems to me likely that Hitchcock, disappointed 
and offended by Hunter’s distaste for a scene he deeply believed 
in, deliberately used crude language that was certain to shock the 
screenwriter. What I am suggesting is that Hunter not only didn’t 
“get it” about the scene, he didn’t “get it” about Hitchcock’s irony. If 
Mark Rutland had been in Hitchcock’s place, he might have said to 
Hunter what Mark says to Ward: “You’re not supposed to get it.” In 
any case, the scene itself, as Allen wrote it and as Hitchcock filmed 
it, proves Hunter wrong. But the fact that so many critics misread the 
scene to believe that it is offensive reveals the magnitude of the risk 
that Hitchcock, for the sake of his art, felt compelled to take.

While Mark is ostensibly reading, he is really looking through the 
open door to the bedroom. Marnie, in a nightgown, appears at the 
doorway. She says “I’ll close the door, if you don’t mind. The light 
bothers me.”

Robin Wood, with his customary insight, points out that if Marnie 
simply wanted the door closed, she would have closed it herself with‑
out saying anything to Mark (Wood 2002, 394). By saying “if you don’t 
mind,” while knowing full well that he does mind, she is provoking 
him to respond the way she must know, at least unconsciously, that 
he will. “Hm, what’s that, dear?” Mark replies with mock politeness, 
picking up but not drinking from what seems to be a tall glass of 
whiskey and water on the table beside him. “The light? Oh, yes, of 
course. You’ve been an absolute darling about my sitting up reading 
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so late. I’m boning up”—the pun intended?—“on marine life since 
entomology doesn’t seem to be your subject, and I’m eager to find 
a subject, Marnie, any subject.”

No doubt, Mark is frustrated sexually. But he is also frustrated by 
Marnie’s continuing rejection of his efforts to engage her in conversa‑
tion. We might assume that it is only a conversation about one partic-

ular subject—her rejection of him sexually—that he really desires to 
have with her. But what he says is that he is eager for a conversation 
on any subject. Is that only because he believes that any conversa‑
tion would be a step in the direction of their having the particular 
conversation he desires, a conversation that leads to overcoming the 
obstacle of the mysterious something that he believes must have hap‑
pened to her to cause her to resist him? Or is conversation, like sex, 
something he values in and of itself?

When Marnie responds to Mark’s sarcastic words, it is to thwart, 
not to satisfy, his desire for conversation. Again, she provokes him: 
“All right. Here’s a subject. How long? How long do we have to stay on 
this boat, this trip? How long before we can go back?” He responds 
to her provocation with an anger and bitterness beyond anything we 
have heard before. “Why, Missus Rutland, can you be suggesting that 
these halcyon honeymoon days and nights, just the two of us alone 
together . . . should ever end?” She responds by turning her back, 
withdrawing into the bedroom, and slamming the door behind her.

For a moment, Mark stares at the closed door.
Then he leaps to his feet and barges in.

That Marnie is deliberately frustrating 
Mark’s desire for conversation does not 
mean she has no desire for it as well. 
In the years between his first take on 
Marnie and his second, Wood—goaded, 
he tells us in Hitchcock’s Films Revisited, 

by V. F. Perkins’s provocative question, 
“Does Mark cure Marnie?”—had come 

to believe, as I believe, that throughout the film Marnie wishes to 
be “cured”; that she only gradually becomes conscious of harboring 
such a wish; and that the film as a whole precisely charts the stages 
by which this wish emerges into consciousness, preparing her for the 
momentous step of letting her old self die so that a new self can be 
born (Wood 2002, 388). Mark plays an essential role in the woman’s 
transformation, but the impetus has to come—and does come—from 
Marnie herself. Marnie also precisely charts the stages by which Mark 
recognizes, and accepts, that he is not—cannot be—in control of this 
process, that his powers are limited. At crucial moments, as we shall 
see, Mark believes he is leading Marnie, when she is really—if uncon‑
sciously—leading him.
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Once inside the bedroom, Mark stands 
at a distance from Marnie, his half of the 
frame in shadow. “If you don’t mind, I’d 
like to go to bed,” Marnie says, her choice 
of words again perhaps unconsciously 
provocative. “I’ve told you the light from 
the sitting room bothers me.”

“We certainly can’t have anything both‑
ering you, can we?” Saying this, Mark angri‑
ly slams the door, casting the entire frame 
in shadow. With a calm forcefulness that 
belies her turbulent emotions, Marnie says, 
“If you don’t want to go to bed, please get 
out.” The camera begins moving in, exclud‑
ing her from the frame, until it isolates Mark 
in a medium closeup as he says, menac‑
ingly, “But I do want to go to bed, Marnie. I 
very much want to go to bed.” Marnie cries 
out, “No!” (in what the flashback will reveal 
to be her “little girl” voice). She is still star‑
ing at Mark, unhinged by what she sees in 
his eyes, when we cut to her point of view 
of his grimly determined face.

Mark’s face jerks slightly toward the 
camera, and we cut back to Marnie. His 
hands intrude into her frame and pull 
her nightgown down. There is a cut from 
her shocked face to her gown falling to 
the floor past her now bare legs (a shot 
strangely evocative of the moment in the 
kitchen when the camera tilts upward 
from Bernice’s white apron to her face 
after Marnie’s hand touched hers). We 
cut back to Marnie’s face, wide‑eyed and 
expressionless; then back to Mark.

Because the camera is on Marnie’s face, 
not Mark’s, when her body is exposed, it 
is not his immediate reaction that this 
shot discloses. When the camera returns 
to him, he is still looking into her eyes. 
Our impression is that he never lowers 
his gaze to take in the spectacle of her 
nakedness (a spectacle denied to us as 
well). Mortified by the shattered look his 
action has caused, he says, “I’m sorry, 
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Marnie,” acknowledging that he had bro‑
ken his promise to be kind, as she had 
predicted he would. (When Marnie broke 
away from Mark’s kiss, shouted, “If you 
touch me again, I’ll die,” and recoiled 
when he approached her, Mark prom‑
ised not to touch her again. Surely, he 
was promising that he wouldn’t touch her 
then; he wasn’t promising that he would 
never touch her again. He doesn’t break 
a promise by touching her. He breaks a 
promise by being unkind.)

For Mark, this is a profound moment 
of self‑recognition. He awakens to the fact 
that he had been, as the Cary Grant char‑
acter in Notorious memorably describes 
himself, “a fat‑headed guy full of pain.” 
That is not the kind of person he wishes 
to be. So he changes. Never again will he 
be unkind to Marnie. Never again will he 
abuse his power over her. Never again 
will he betray her trust. And never again 
will she say no to him. For Hitchcock, too, 
this is a profound moment—a moment 
he declares that he has changed, that he 
has renounced the murderous aspect of 
his own art.

We cut to a shot that frames Mark and Marnie in profile. Within 
this frame, Tippi Hedren’s profile is haloed, as we might put it, by the 
circular porthole through which we see the blackness of the night. 
Between Mark and Marnie, in this frame, is a curtain that forms 
a ////, one of the signature motifs that Hitchcock finds obligatory 
for moments such as this in which his relationship to the projected 
world, and to us, is at issue.

Mark takes off his robe and gently 
covers Marnie’s bare shoulders. Cradling 
her head in his hands, he brings her face 
closer to his, as the camera moves in. His 
lips meet hers in a kiss.

Marnie does not resist. And yet a cut 
reveals—a revelation hidden from Mark—
that her eyes are wide open and staring 
fixedly in the direction of the camera.

Surely, if at any point Marnie were again to say “No,” Mark would 
not go on. That she offers no resistance gives him grounds for believ‑
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ing that after his sincere apology she now 
trusts him, and gives us grounds for believ‑

ing, as he does, that he is making love to 

her, not raping her. As Hitchcock films this 
moment, she even seems to move on her 

own accord to the bed, though backward, 

as if in a trance. Mark pulls away enough 
for a shot from his point of view of Mar‑

nie’s face, never more beautiful, to fill the 

frame—except for the background, which 
is out of focus, but legible enough for us 

to understand that he is gently laying her 

down on the bed. We cut to an extreme 
closeup of Mark, his face half in shadow.

It seems natural to describe Mark’s gaze 

in this shot as “hypnotic,” as if, Svenga‑
li‑like, he is forcefully imposing his will 

on Marnie, depriving her of her own will. 

From the previous shot we understand 
that Marnie is entranced, turned inward. 

She is not literally seeing the disturbing 

vision of Mark that is on view in this shot. 
Is what we are viewing, then, what Mar‑

nie, in her trancelike state, is envisioning 

in her mind’s eye? It is striking, though, 
that this shot is not taken from Marnie’s 

perspective. Looking slightly screen right, 

he is not staring at the camera; the camera 
is staring at him. In truth, the shot is pre‑

cisely ambiguous. Whose will, if anyone’s, 

is being imposed on whom? We can view 
Mark’s stare as wielding hypnotic power 

over Marnie; we can also view it as signi‑

fying that Mark himself is hypnotized, in 
effect. At the terrifying climax of Vertigo’s 
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“dream sequence,” Scottie’s vision of a freshly dug grave holds him 
in thrall. Does Marnie’s blank stare wield a similar power over Mark?

When we cut back to Marnie, her face, too, is half in shadow. As 
Jay Presson Allen’s shooting script describes it, “Her face is a blank, 
staring blindly at the ceiling above her. It is completely exposed to 
us, and on it is written . . . nothing. There is no flicker of expression, 
of emotion.”

This language makes clear that Allen 
believed, as I do, that Mark thinks he is 
making love to Marnie, not raping her. At 
the same time, she believed that Marnie 
thinks she is being raped, as the shoot‑
ing script makes clear in its assertion that 
“fear and revulsion” are “manifest in her 
frozen face.” Surely, however, if “nothing” 
is “written” on Marnie’s frozen face, it 

doesn’t “manifest” anything. It is possible to view her face as frozen 
with fear—that is, to project fear onto its blankness. But revulsion 
implies an impulse to recoil. We can project revulsion onto a blank, 
frozen face only if we interpret its immobility as an effect of an inner 
conflict, a standoff between repulsion and attraction.

One might think a screenwriter’s view is definitive on a matter like 
this, but that is not the case. Allen intended Marnie’s state of mind 
to be unambiguous. But a screenwriter’s intentions—and even the 
director’s—only matter insofar as the film itself realizes them. The 
only real criterion in this case is what the camera reveals in Mar‑
nie’s—that is, Tippi Hedren’s—face at this moment. And her face, like 
Mark’s, is half in light, half in shadow. The screenplay describes Mar‑
nie as “staring blindly at the ceiling above her.” In the film, though, 
she is staring blindly at the camera (at Mark; at Hitchcock; at us). 
The film’s Marnie, divided against herself, is at every moment of her 
relationship with the camera deeper and more ambiguous than the 
screenplay’s Marnie. Jay Presson Allen’s conviction that Tippi Hedren 
was miscast—too old, too icy, not vulnerable enough—is proof posi‑
tive that the screenplay’s Marnie, who thinks she is being raped, 
and the film’s Marnie, whose “inner reality” is no more accessible 
to the screenwriter than to us, are not the same woman (Gottlieb 
and Brookhouse 2002, 217).

The sequence ends, mysteriously, with the camera, on its own, 
panning from Marnie’s face on the pillow, past a curtain that fills 
the frame with a perfect ////, to a porthole as circular as the camera 
lens, or as the Universal globe reduced by Marnie’s opening credit 
sequence to an image of an image of the world. This porthole forms 
a frame‑within‑the‑frame within which we see the sky and the calm 
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sea—a vision as still and timeless as the 
sleep of death. The camera holds on this 
vision as the image fades out.

The fact that Marnie goes on to attempt 
suicide may seem to confirm that she feels 
violated. But it is also possible that her 
suicide attempt is less a serious effort to 
kill herself, or even a cry for help, than a 
conscious or unconscious effort to prove 
her point—to Mark? to herself?—that 
she will die if he touches her again. Her 
blank stare in the direction of the cam‑
era pointedly leaves open the possibility 
that, unconsciously, she desires him no 
less than he desires her, but finds herself 
unwilling or unable to recognize her own 
desire, much less express it, the way her 
mother is unwilling or unable to express 
her love. It also pointedly leaves open the possibility that Marnie, in 
her deeply disturbed state, wishes for Mark to force himself on her, 
provokes him to have his way with her, not because she wants to be 
raped—no woman does—but because she has so desperate a need 
to prove to herself that all men are brutes and that he is no different 
from other men. Perhaps Marnie also feels the need to prove this 
to Mark. Insofar as she feels that it is a matter of life and death for 
her to win her argument with Mark (or perhaps, at a deeper level, 
to lose her argument), that proves she knows in her heart that he is 
not a brute, that she is denying the real feelings she has for him (as 
her mother denies the love she really feels for her daughter). If this 
is so—and if it is also so that Mark loves Marnie and believes he is 
making love to her, not raping her, and also believes that making love 
will help her to awaken to her own real feelings—he is not raping her. 
(There is a further complication so obvious that I hesitate to point it 
out. Because Hitchcock’s camera withholds from us what takes place 
after Mark lays Marnie down on the bed, we do not really know that 
he “sticks it in her” at all.)

The image that fades in is of the same 
porthole. The camera has not moved. Only 
the altered light—it is just before dawn—
indicates that hours have elapsed.

Again moving on its own, the camera 
retraces its steps past the //// of the cur‑
tain; past the empty double bed, its covers 
never pulled down and with only one of 
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the two pillows showing the indentation of a head; to Mark, alone 
in a single bed. Bernard Herrmann’s music has ceased, so that the 
barely audible sound of a door closing—another significant instance 
of that sound—stands out in the silence. Half asleep, Mark rolls over, 
and is riveted awake by what he sees: the empty bed. He gets out 
of bed, puts on a robe over his pajamas, and looks for Marnie. She’s 
nowhere in the suite of rooms. We cut to the hallway: a perfect “tun‑
nel shot.” Mark emerges through the door and, now concerned, looks 
in every direction, then exits the frame. We cut to another “tunnel 
shot.”

Mark appears, at first a tiny figure in 
the depths of the frame, runs toward 
the foreground, then stops to look at the 
ocean below. Seeing nothing but roll‑
ing waves, he runs upstairs to a higher 
deck—and yet another “tunnel shot.” 
Again he looks down at the waves, then 
runs inside. We cut to a shot that is a vir‑
tual compendium of Hitchcock motifs. In 
the left region is a door with two circular 
windows, one with white and the other 
black filling its frame‑within‑the‑frame. 
The right region forms a ////. The central 
region forms a “tunnel shot,” with Mark’s 
advancing figure silhouetted first within 
the frame‑within‑the‑frame of the door‑
way in the background, then within the 
frame‑within‑the‑frame of the doorway in 
the foreground.

Finally, Mark looks down and sees a 
swimming pool with Marnie floating face 
down, motionless, on the surface. He 
dives in, pulls Marnie out, lays her face 
down on the tile floor, and, looming over 
her, performs artificial respiration until 
we hear a cough. When she slowly turns 
herself over, he says, “Why the hell didn’t 

you jump over the side?” “The idea was to kill myself, not feed the 
damn fish.” The camera is on Mark’s stern face, framed in closeup 
against a gray, out‑of‑focus background, as the image fades out.

We fade in on a closed door. Mark enters the Wykwyn library, 
followed by Marnie. Lil throws her arms around him as Marnie, in 
profile, looks away. When Mark and Marnie take their things upstairs 
to their rooms, she grudgingly follows him in. “Look, Marnie, for the 
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present all we’ve got is the facade, and we’ve got to live it . . .” She 
shuts the door in his face.

As Mark and Marnie descend the staircase in the morning, he 
says, “This is the drill, dear. Wife follows husband to front door. Gives 
and/or gets a kiss. Stands pensively as he drives away. Oh, a wistful 
little wave is optional.” When she doesn’t give him the kiss his little 
script calls for, he gives her a polite peck on the forehead before 
he goes out the door. She follows. Once outside, Mark says that he 
is going down the road on a little errand. Awkwardly, she reminds 
him that she doesn’t have any money. At 
this moment, the camera reframes to dis‑
close Lil, looking down at them from an 
upstairs window. Lil hears Mark say, “I’ll 
have Bob make out an account for you. It 
won’t be much for a while . . . I’ve had a 
lot of heavy expenses. And you might as 
well know I’ve paid off Strutt. Anonymous‑
ly, of course.” “But that’s all over. So, you’re 
a prize fool!” “Possibly, but they don’t put 
you in jail for being a fool. I’m not the one 
the cops are after . . .”

Making sure no one sees her, Marnie 
goes into the library. We cut to Lil at the 
top of the staircase, wearing a beautiful silk 
robe the blue‑green color that Hitchcock 
films associate with haunting memories. 
As she descends, her movement, synchro‑
nized with the camera’s, leads her to be viewed in a medium shot, 
in which she shares the frame with the //// of the balustrade.

We cut to her point of view: the door that Marnie closed behind 
her. The camera returns to Lil, but does not frame her nearly full face 
as in a conventional reaction shot. Rather, she is framed in one of 
Hitchcock’s signature profile shots. Then the camera reframes with 
her as she walks toward the closed door. Marnie is talking on the 
phone to her mother, with Lil hearing every word she says. The entire 
phone call is filmed in one closeup. “Look, Mama, I can’t talk long. 
I just called to tell you that I’m all right and I’ll send some money 
soon . . . If you need anything, write to me at the post office box in 
Philadelphia. I’ve got to go now, Mama . . .” When Marnie hangs up, 
the camera lingers on her downcast face. The sequence ends with 
Lil going back up the stairs. She now knows, as Mark does not, that 
Marnie’s mother is not dead.

From Lil on the stairs, there is a slow dissolve to Mark’s car arriv‑
ing at Wykwyn, a tall trailer behind it. Mark has brought Forio for 
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Marnie! Followed by Lil, Marnie appears at the door. Lovingly, she 
caresses the horse. “Oh, beauty!” Mark watches, happy to have made 
Marnie happy. She gives him a real smile. He returns it. Kicking off 
her shoes, pulling herself up by Forio’s mane, she mounts the horse 
and rides bareback, effortlessly jumping the fence.

Lil goes over to Mark. “Well, she said she could ride a little.” Her 
tone changes. “Mark, listen . . .” Her eyes are on him; his are still on 
Marnie. “I’m a good fighter if you need me . . .” Now he looks directly 
at her. “I mean, if you are in some kind of trouble. I have absolutely 
no scruples. I’d lie to the police or anything.” “What on earth are you 
talking about?” “I heard you and Marnie this morning right out here.” 
“Heard?” “Okay, I eavesdropped.” “We should’ve made you go to col‑
lege or come out or something. I can see that now.” “Don’t patronize 
me, Mark. That Mary‑Marnie, brown‑haired blonde you married so 
fast and sneaky and tried to hustle off to the South Pacific, for Pete’s 
sake! I didn’t have to overhear stuff about your not intending to go 
to jail too, to know that you’re in some sort of fix. Please, Mark, will 
you let me help?”

“All right, you can help,” Mark answers seriously. “You can help by 
being nice to Marnie. She needs a friend.” Lil retorts, in a line that 
seems to allude to Norman Bates’s “A boy’s best friend is his mother,” 
“I always thought that a girl’s best friend was her mother . . .” She 
goes on, “Poor old Mark . . . When the in‑laws are so grim you don’t 
invite them to the wedding, the usual excuse is poor health or the 
strain of the trip, you know? But to claim they’re dead!” Mark again 
looks directly at Lil. “All right . . . Out with it.” “Me? I’m just offering 
you my services. Guerrilla fighter, perjurer, intelligence agent.” Then 
she tells him what she had overheard.

As Mark rejects her appeal by saying “She’s having you on, Lil; 
it’s some sort of gag . . . ,” she can no longer bring herself to look at 
him. “You’ve been bratty. She’s set out to teach you some manners. 
You’re being had, Lil.” Her tone now bitter, she says, “You can say 
that again.” “I don’t want to have to say it again.” “All right, Mark,” 
she says, refraining from exposing any further how hurt she feels. 
“You seem to be growing up, Lil. I expect what we should do is find 
you some young man. What’s your type?” “I was waiting for you. 
I’m queer for liars.” “What sort of liar do you fancy? We could run 
an ad . . .” She turns her face to hide the smile she can’t suppress. 
“Would you prefer an indoor liar or an outdoor liar? Playboy or Field 

and Stream?” Staring in the direction of the departed Marnie, Mark’s 
smile fades as the image fades out.

We fade in on Mark, viewed from halfway up the stairs, as he 
enters the front door and walks across the entrance hall. “Anybody 
home?” Lil emerges from the library. “Hi. Where’s Marnie?” Lil’s reply 
incorporates some useful exposition. “She and Dad are still out rid‑
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ing . . . Big deal! She’s going to ride with the hunt. And Dad’s throw‑

ing some kind of bash to introduce her.” Mark tells Lil that he is 

expecting a long distance call. At this moment, the phone rings in 
the library. He answers it. Lil hears him say he will switch to another 

phone upstairs. Telling Lil to hang up when he picks up the phone, 

he goes up the stairs, stopping halfway up to say, “You will hang up, 
won’t you, Lil?” She makes a face. As he continues up the stairs, the 

camera—all this has been filmed in a single fluid crane shot—swings 

around with Mark to his bedroom door.
Mark takes notes as he speaks on the phone: “Bernice Edgar. Van 

Buren Street, Baltimore . . . Go on . . .” Suddenly, Mark’s face freez‑

es. “You say she killed him? When was that? That means the little girl 
must’ve been about five, is that right? Well, what happened to her? 

No, not the woman . . . I want to know what happened to the little 

girl . . .” Mark finishes by saying excitedly, “And call me the minute 
you get anything further on the child . . .”

We fade in on a closeup of Marnie, in the throes of her recurring 

nightmare, tossing and turning in bed. But what bed is this? She is 
covered only by a tattered brown blanket.

Speaking from within her dream, she 

says in a child’s voice, “Mama? Oh, Mama, 
don’t cry. Please don’t cry, Mama.” We 

hear three taps, a sound we recognize from 

her earlier nightmare. The three taps are 
repeated three times. And three times, the 

frame is suffused with red. As the tapping 

continues and we hear Marnie moaning 
“No, No,” the camera begins moving on its 

own past dingy curtains until it comes to 

a window. Against the blackness of night, 
a man’s hand appears in this frame‑with‑

in‑the‑frame, tapping with a closed fist on 

the outside of the glass.
The camera pulls out to a view of a 

room we have never seen before, the frame 

containing both Marnie, stretched out on 
a sofa, and the window through which we 

see the hand, still tapping on the glass like 

Poe’s raven. “Mama, don’t cry! Mama!”
The camera now pans to the right, and 

as if by magic the dingy room transforms 

into Marnie’s luxuriously appointed bed‑
room at Wykwyn. When the camera comes 

to rest on the room’s closed door, the 

tapping becomes the sound of someone 

6.134

6.136

6.135



422 Marnie

knocking on that door. It opens, and we 
see a backlit figure silhouetted against the 
frame‑within‑the‑frame of the open door. 
It is Mark, standing at the threshold of the 
room, reluctant to enter.

This shot of Mark, silhouetted against 
the doorway, virtually repeats the earlier 
shot, taken from Marnie’s point of view, of 
her mother, who had awakened her from 

the same nightmare. Or was Marnie really awake when she viewed 
her mother in this light, more as a phantom than a flesh‑and‑blood 
woman? What made the view of her mother so uncanny is the way it 
bridged the gap between “reality” and Marnie’s “inner reality”—what 
she was seeing, she was also dreaming.

It is no less uncanny when Mark now says “Wake up, Marnie” and 
we hear her respond, offscreen and in the voice of a perplexed little 
girl, “Mama?” Evidently, she hears Mark’s voice faintly, and hears it 
from within her dream. Concerned, Mark flips on the light and we 
cut to his point of view: Marnie in her luxurious double bed, still 
tossing and turning, still dreaming. She says, still in a child’s voice, 
“Oh, don’t hurt my mama. Please don’t hurt my mama!” She is saying 
this to Mark. Within her dream, who is he? Calling Marnie’s name, 
Mark begins walking in the direction of the camera.

Does our view of Mark, his figure expanding in the frame as he 
advances toward the camera, represent Marnie’s point of view? We 
cannot say, because we do not know whether she is awake or still 
dreaming. When there is now a cut to a traveling shot in which 
the camera moves toward Marnie in bed, it is unambiguously from 

Mark’s point of view. Again, he calls her 
name. This time, she opens her eyes and 
stares with horror in the direction of the 
camera, which continues moving in on 
her. Only when she screams “No, don’t!” 
does the camera stop in its tracks.

Lil appears on the scene. “What’s going 
on?” “She’s having a nightmare.” Saying, 
“It’s just a nightmare,” she shakes Marnie 
to wake her. Now awake (if she is ever 
fully awake), Marnie says, “I’m cold.” 
Slyly saying to Mark, “That’s supposed to 
be your department, isn’t it, old boy?” Lil 
says goes out the door. The camera follows 
her past the open door to Mark’s room. 
Seeing a book lying open on a chair, she 
looks at the cover. A cut to her point of 

6.137

6.138

6.139



Marnie 423

view reveals the title: Sexual Aberrations of the Criminal Female. We 
cut from the Lil’s view of the cover back to Mark at Marnie’s bedside.

When Marnie tells Mark that she’d like to go to bed now, he 
answers, “Why? Your sleep seems even less agreeable than your 
waking hours . . .” Then he brings up her nightmare. “That dream. 
You know, you’ve had it before.” Pulling up a chair, straddling it and 
leaning over her, he says, “Is it about something that really happened 
to you?” Thanks to his conversation with the detective he hired, he 
is sure this is the case.

“No, I don’t know what it means,” Marnie says, not meeting Mark’s 
gaze. “It’s about your mother. She wants you to get up.” Her voice 
morphs into the child’s voice. “Yes, but first there are the three taps. 
And then she says ‘Get up, Marnie . . .’ But I don’t want to. If I get 
up, I’ll be cold and they’ll hurt her!” “Who’ll hurt her?” “Them! I 
don’t know! I don’t know! But I hear the noises. I’m cold and I hear 
the noises!” “What noises?” Struggling both to remember and to keep 
from remembering, her eyes turn every which way—except to look at 
Mark. Sensing a breakthrough is near, he asks, “Who makes them?”

Marnie stares searchingly into Mark’s eyes, a succession of emo‑
tions flickering in her face. Then she snaps out of her trance‑like 
state, comes down to earth from the “far side of the moon.” When 
finally she breaks her silence, it is only to speak the brilliant line, 
“You Freud, me Jane?” Mark gets up with a chuckle and relocates 
to a chair in the corner. “If you won’t see an analyst, why don’t you 
try to help yourself?” “But that’s why I’m in this trap, from trying to 
help myself.” She adds, in a calm voice, “Just leave me alone, Mark, 
please.” “If I give you some books, will you read them?” Without look‑
ing at him, she replies, with relish, “I don’t need to read that muck to 
know that women are stupid and feeble and that men are filthy pigs.” 
She almost spits out these words. Then she looks directly at him.

It might seem that this outburst reveals how Marnie really feels 
about men and women. Perhaps it does. But when she goes on to 
say, “In case you didn’t recognize it, that was a rejection,” she is 
asserting that she had been putting on an act when she spoke those 
bitter words. Undeterred, Mark responds, “I want you to read them. 
Start with The Undiscovered Self.” (Indeed, Carl Jung’s late book, pub‑
lished only a few years before Hitchcock made Marnie, wouldn’t be a 
bad place for Marnie to start—as long as she went on to read Emer‑
son. Earlier, I characterized Mark’s point, in telling Marnie about 
the fattid bugs’ “flower,” as Emersonian. He may also have thought 
of it as Jungian. But fattid bugs create their singular and beautiful 
“flower” collectively. If they were to take to heart Jung’s championing 
of the individual over the collective, they wouldn’t survive in their 
bird‑eat‑bug world. Emerson’s apter view is that without taking steps 
toward realizing our world, toward making our society a more perfect 



424 Marnie

union, it is not possible to walk—or fly, in the fattid bugs’ case—in 
the direction of the unattained yet unattainable self.)

“Oh, for God’s sake, Mark, leave me alone!” Marnie says with a 
petulance so exaggerated it suggests that she is again acting. “I’m 
tired. Why can’t you just leave me alone?” Wisely, I think, Hitchcock 
omits a line the shooting script gives to Mark—“Because I love you 
and I’m responsible for you”—and simply has him answer, “Because 
I think you’re sick, old dear.” This gets a rise out of Marnie. “I’m sick? 
Well, take a look at yourself, old dear. You’re so hot to play Mental 
Health Week . . . Talk about dream worlds—you’ve got a pathologi‑
cal fix on a woman who’s not only an admitted criminal but who 
screams if you come near her! So what about your dreams, Daddy 
dear?”

Mark responds with a warm grin, “I never said I was perfect.” He 
goes on, “That was quite a speech.” Returning to Marnie’s bedside, 
he adds, “It encourages me to believe that you have leafed through 
one or two books. Which one did you find the most interesting?”

“You’re really dying to play doctor, aren’t you? Okay, I’m a big 
movie fan. I know the games . . . Let’s play . . .” Mark hesitates. Judg‑
ing it to be worth the risk, he sits back down in the chair. “Shall I 
start with dreams or should we free‑associate? Oh, Doctor, I’ll bet 
you’re just dying to free‑associate. All right now, you give me a word 
and I’ll give you an association. You know, like: needles, pins; when 
a man marries, trouble begins. Ready?”

Mark looks at Marnie in silence. He has never seen her like this. 
Nor have we. He is trying to enlist a resistant Marnie to help him 
“cure” her, while she, at least unconsciously, keeps provoking him 
to push her harder.

“Well, come on.” Marnie says tauntingly. “I thought you wanted to 
play doctor, so let’s play!”

Mark reluctantly begins. “Water.”
“Bath. Soap. Cleanse. Pure. Made pure for me. ‘And His tears shall 

wash away thy sins and make thee over again . . .’ ” Marnie says all 
this as a performance, without looking at Mark. Now she turns and 
speaks to him directly. “Baptists. Mother used to take me to church. 
Twice on Sundays. There. I’m not holding back at all, am I? You’re 
bringing me out marvelously, Doctor. You’ll have me up on my poor 
paralyzed little legs by the next scene. Go on.”

“Air.”
“Stare. And that’s what you do,” she says, staring at him. Then she 

says in a singsong voice as if reciting a child’s rhyme, “You stare and 
blare and say you care, but you’re unfair, you want a pair.” (A pair of 
what? Balls? If she is saying that he wants them, she is implying that 
he lacks them. Or does “want a pair” mean, more innocently, that 
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what’s unfair of Mark is that he wants Marnie and himself to form 
a pair, be a couple?)

“Sex.”
“Masculine, Feminine, Adam and Eve, Jack and Jill,” Marnie says 

in the same singsong voice. But then she falls into a real association. 
Looking with fear directly at Mark, she says, in a terrified voice, “I’ll 
slap your filthy face if you come near me again, Jack.”

Instantly, Marnie realizes that she had lost control. Before she can 
regain her composure, though, Mark throws another word at her: 
“Death.” “Me,” Marnie says in a frightened voice—one of the film’s 
most quietly chilling moments. That Marnie associates death with 
herself suggests that, like Judy in Vertigo, she believes she is fated 
to die—or to kill. “Oh, listen, Mark . . . ,” she starts to say, no longer 
wanting him to go on, but still unconsciously provoking him to do so.

Mark is unrelenting. “Needles.”
“Pins.”
“Black.”
“White.”
When Mark next says “Red!” he is framed pointing his finger 

accusingly at the camera.
This shot of Mark, tighter and more 

frontal than the others in this shot/
reverse‑shot sequence, seems to be from 
Marnie’s point of view, or at least to be 
inflected by Marnie’s literal perspective. 
Expressively, it also seems to register her 
subjective state. Does he really shout at 
her and point his finger in this aggressive 
way, or is what we see and hear at this 
moment, at least in part, a distortion of “objective” reality, a projec‑
tion of her “inner reality”? As our readings have repeatedly brought 
home, it is one of Hitchcock’s guiding intuitions that the medium of 
film overcomes or transcends the commonsense oppositions, which 
we ordinarily take for granted, between objective and subjective, 
between reality and fantasy, between presence and absence.

Marnie shouts “White! White! White!” repeating this word like an 
incantation—she shouts it three times, echoing the three taps that 
begin her nightmare—as if it has the power to hold at bay the terror 
triggered by Mark’s shouting of the word “red.” And yet, Marnie is a 
“smart girl”—too smart to have simply not known, when she goaded 
him into playing the “free association” game, that it would come to 
this. She must have wished, at least unconsciously, for Mark to push 
her over the edge. It is Marnie who imposes her will on Mark in this 
scene, more than the other way around, by provoking him to push 
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her harder and harder until she finally breaks down—a crucial stage 
in her “cure.”

Is it simply the word red itself, and the repressed memory she 
unconsciously associates with it, that causes her to break down? Or 
is it also the way Mark says it, and the fact that it is Mark who says 
it this way—as if this man, who brought her Forio to prove his love, 
has just unmasked himself as one of “them,” no different from the 
“filthy pigs” all men are. She pulls herself up and turns her back to 
Mark—and to the camera.

The camera moves swiftly with Mark 
as he jumps up from his chair and rush‑
es over to Marnie. Saying, “It’s all right, 
darling. I won’t let anything bad happen 
to you,” he puts a protective arm around 
her. But Marnie, sobbing, her eyes heav‑
enward, cries out, “Help me! Help me. 
Help me!”—this, too, she repeats three 
times—“Oh God, somebody help me!”

We have witnessed Marnie crying out 
in anguish before, but only in the throes 
of her nightmare or in one of her  trances. 
Now, she is as awake as we have ever 
seen her. She knows she is in the arms 
of a man who is doing his best to comfort 
her. She is no longer denying—to Mark, 
to herself—that she needs help. And she 
desperately wishes for help. She sees no 
prospect of help on the horizon. Her fer‑
vent plea is for someone to help her, but 
it is to God, not Mark, that she addresses 
this appeal. Is Marnie pleading for God to 
send somebody to rescue her from Mark, 
or at least to make him leave her alone? 
She is not behaving as if she sees him as 
one of “them.” When she cries out to God, 
she is in Mark’s arms, and not resisting 

him. And she is not acting. She knows, now, that his love is real. Is 
Marnie’s plea, then, an expression of her unconscious wish to be able 
to love and desire Mark the way he loves and desires her? Is it only 
Hitchcock, the film’s author, who has the power to answer Marnie’s 
prayer? Does Hitchcock have that power?

The shooting script specifies that Mark “understands that the plea 
is not addressed to him.” In the film, however, when Marnie cries 
out, the focus is exclusively on her, not at all on whatever Mark may 
or may not understand. Hitchcock’s camera has moved so close to 
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Marnie that we see nothing of Mark except 
part of his dark jacket in the background. 
Mark’s presence in the frame is reduced 
to a region of blackness, an absence, that 
only highlights Marnie’s aloneness as her 
eyes close and her image fades out.

In the film, this sequence is followed 
immediately by another of Marnie’s rare 
magisterial declarations of the camera: a 
virtuoso camera movement that ends with the arrival of Strutt at Mar‑
nie’s reception. It is a shot whose sheer virtuosity makes almost as 
strong an impression on the viewer as shots in two earlier Hitchcock 
films that are among its models: the celebrated shot in Young and 

Innocent in which the camera moves inexorably across the expanse 
of the Grand Hotel ballroom toward the eye of the “drummer man,” 
and the even more celebrated shot in Notorious that begins with the 
camera looking down from a height on the guests gathering for the 
party Alicia and Sebastian are hosting, then craning down and down 
and down until it frames, in extreme closeup, Alicia’s hand closed 
tight over the key to the forbidden wine cellar.

In the shooting script, the shot is preceded by two scenes that 
were cut from the film. The first is a conversation between Marnie 
and Lil in the Wykwyn stables in which Lil compares Marnie to 
Mark’s first wife, Lil’s older sister, whom she calls “Stell.” “You know, 
Mamie, you’re absolutely nothing in the world like Stell,” the screen‑
play has Lil saying. “Stell was such an old shoe . . . a darling old 
shoe . . . In five minutes one knew everything about her there was 
to know—everything except that she was going to die,” The screen‑
play adds, “Her face, if not her words, reflects the enormity of her 
loss.” The film, however, scrupulously avoids any suggestion that the 
loss of her dead sister haunts Lil and impacts her relationship with 
Mark or with Marnie. Diane Baker’s Lil is closer to Annie in The Birds 
and Midge in Vertigo than she is to Mrs. Danvers in Rebecca. The 
film also avoids any suggestion that Stell haunts Mark or Marnie, 
the way Rebecca, Maxim’s deceased first wife, haunts him and his 
new bride. In Marnie, we learn nothing about Mark’s first wife other 
than that she all but brought Lil up after their parents died, collected 
pre‑Columbian art, married Mark, and died at the age of twenty‑nine 
of some “heart thing.” There is no suggestion that Mark’s first mar‑
riage complicates his relationship with Marnie. His act of dropping 
the last intact statue in his wife’s collection and saying “We’ve all got 
to go sometime” lays her ghost to rest.

In their omitted conversation at the stables, Lil goes on to ask 
Marnie if she’s excited about riding with the hunt. “Yes . . . and 
frightened too.” “Frightened? What of?” “Oh, I don’t know . . . the 
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fox . . . killing it . . .” A “faint shudder runs through Marnie,” the 
screenplay indicates. “Really?” Lil replies. “Killing is my very favorite 
thing!” Then she offers to pay Marnie to leave Mark to her. “You really 
should consider the offer. Because I do plan to get rid of you, you 
know. One way or another.” Marnie stares at Lil. “Suppose your sister 
hadn’t died. Would you have got rid of her . . . one way or another?”

The film also omits a scripted scene that immediately follows this 
conversation. It begins: “Thoughtfully, [Lil] watches after the depart‑
ed Marnie. At last she draws a deep breath. We should be aware that 
she has finally arrived at a decision.” A series of shots follows Lil 
to the library, where she finds Strutt’s address and adds him to the 
guest list. The sequence ends with a shot of Lil’s “grim determined 
face, a little frightened.”

Had the film included these scenes, we would have lost the ele‑
ment of surprise when Strutt shows up at the party. The direct transi‑
tion from Lil’s face to the virtuoso camera movement that ends with 
Strutt’s entrance would have been effective in its own right. It would 
also have had the benefit of suggesting a connection between Hitch‑
cock’s camera and Lil’s agency, the scenario she authors by invit‑
ing Strutt. As we shall see, the precise way Hitchcock executes the 
camera movement enables it to imply that connection anyway. More 
important, omitting these scenes enables the shot to convey that it 
is in ironic answer to Marnie’s plea to God for somebody to help 
that Strutt arrives at the door, as if providentially, just when he does.

The shooting script visualizes quite precisely the view that now 
fades in: “A HIGH CAMERA shows us the front door opening and 
people arriving for a party, a murmur of voices and laughter coming 
from the drawing room.” But then the screenplay goes on:

We see the back of LIL standing some distance from the front door and greet‑

ing some of the arrivals. She is indicating the drawing room and directs them 

to cross into it. After we have established this activity, the CAMERA MOVES 

down to get a nearer view of all this.

In Hitchcock’s film, however, the camera is in motion from the 
outset, moving slowly and smoothly into the depths of a frame ini‑
tially dominated by a chandelier and a curved banister that together 
draw our gaze in the direction the camera is already moving. Early 
in the shot, the camera is tilting slightly up as well as moving in, so 
that after a few moments its movement brings the front door into the 
horizontal center of the frame. And it is only then that the camera’s 
movement causes “the back of Lil” to become prominent, her knock‑
out orange gown standing out in a sea of black suits and dresses.

No sooner does this door enter the frame than we know that getting 
a “nearer view” of “all the activity” is not what moves the camera, what 
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motivates it to transport us so smoothly on 
a path impossible for humans to traverse. 
The moment we see the door, we know 
that this is the camera’s destination. We 
know that the camera knows that someone 
special is about to walk through that door. 
So, it seems, does Lil. She is “on stage”—
greeting people, showing them where to 
go, seeming generally to be orchestrating 
the party. And yet she stands facing the 
door, her back to the camera, as if expect‑
ing the butler to announce the arrival of a 
particular guest.

Our impression that someone is about 
to make a dramatic entrance is under‑
scored when the camera’s continuing 
movement makes the overhanging second 
floor becomes visible, its curved balus‑
trade, framed symmetrically, forming the 
perfect semblance of a proscenium arch, 
as if we were the audience for a stage play.

Lil is still watching the door, as we are, 
when the camera’s inexorable movement 
inevitably causes her to exit the frame—to 
join us, in effect, on our side of the movie 
screen/proscenium. By the time the but‑
ler opens the door and Strutt makes his 
entrance, our view, and Lil’s, have become 
one—except, of course, for the role Lil has 
played in making this moment happen.

The shooting script elegantly describes 
the remainder of the shot:

The CAMERA continues on, past LIL, until it 

reaches the front door just in time to see it 

being opened to admit a man and a woman. 

The woman is preceding the man. The CAMERA 

continues down until it holds the MAN ALONE 

in head and shoulders as he comes through 

the door. It is MR. STRUTT. . . . The door closes 

behind him as he looks about.

This description, though, conveys no 
sense of the shot’s sheer virtuosity, the 
striking impression it is designed to make 
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on the viewer. The shot is a tour de force, like the comparable shots 
in Notorious and Young and Innocent. It differs from the shot in Noto-

rious, however, in that it culminates in a major turning point in the 
narrative; all the Notorious shot reveals, apart from the virtuosity of 
the film’s author, is something we already know, that the Ingrid Berg‑
man character is holding the key to the wine cellar. The shot in Young 

and Innocent, on the other hand, does announce a crucial develop‑
ment, but the camera makes that development happen by staring 
down the murderer, who is the one to (literally) blink, thereby expos‑
ing him as the “bloke what twitches” the protagonists had despaired 
of finding. But the shot in Marnie is not simply a declaration of the 
author’s agency. True, the camera arrives at its destination the precise 
moment Strutt enters and thus compels us to recognize that whoever 
or whatever is presiding over this shot must already have known this 
would happen when the camera began moving toward the door. But 
Strutt’s arrival as if by divine—or not so divine—providence isn’t an 
event solely brought about by authorial fiat. Even without the omitted 
scene that would have let us see Lil add Strutt’s name to the guest 
list, we know how and why it happens. Lil makes it happen.

Of course, we can also say that Hitchcock is the God who makes 
Strutt’s entrance happen by sending him in ironic answer to Mar‑
nie’s prayer. We can say, as well, that what makes it happen is 
Marnie’s prayer itself, which Hitchcock is moved to answer. But to 
answer Marnie’s prayer, Hitchcock needs Lil’s help. Her intentions 
are vengeful, to be sure. Yet she invites Strutt because she loves 
Mark and is in despair at losing him irrevocably, not because she 
hates Marnie. Lil is a poignant character, elevated almost to a tragic 
figure by the longing for the transcendental the camera reveals in 
her, even as it also reveals her, in her desperation, repeatedly defac‑
ing her own inner beauty. She is not a hypocrite like Strutt. His 
intentions, too, are vengeful, but it is lust, not love, that animates 
his fantasies. By inviting Strutt, Lil unknowingly does God’s work, 
as it turns out. Strutt’s arrival precipitates a crisis that ultimately 
brings Marnie’s sickness to a head, enabling her to find the help she 
had cried out to God for someone to grant her. God surely works 
in mysterious ways.

Elegant in a white gown as she and 
Mark stroll through the party, Marnie 
seems happier than we have ever seen 
her.

Marnie says to Mark, “I’m not even 
nervous!” “There’s no reason to be. You’re 
unquestionably the best‑looking woman 
here, the best dressed, the most intelli‑
gent . . .” He adds, with a smile that she 
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returns, “and you’re with me.” The game of free association, and its 
painful breakdown, appear to have brought about a change for the 
better in their relationship. Her longing to be able to love remains 
unsatisfied, but she seems to have learned to trust Mark.

“I think everyone’s here,” Mark says, looking around. Marnie says, 
“Lil’s scorekeeper. She has the list and arranged the tables and every‑
thing. 1’m afraid I wasn’t much help.” She adds, with another warm 
smile, “I’ll do better next time.” Mark replies, “You’re doing well 
enough.” He looks around and says with a sigh, “1 suppose we should 
keep circulating.” Marnie, too, turns. Her smile drops. A point‑of‑view 
shot reveals Strutt and Lil among the guests—but only for a brief 
almost hallucinatory moment before they are eclipsed by a couple 
in the foreground.

Marnie is not certain she has really 
seen Strutt. A second look confirms her 
suspicion, and she turns her back to the 
camera. She keeps repeating “Why?” Mark 
insists that he did not invite Strutt. Marnie 
says, almost hissing the name, “It’s Lil! Get 
me out of here, please!” But it’s too late. 
Strutt and his wife are approaching, with 
Lil at their side. Mark makes the intro‑
ductions. “Well, this is a surprise,” Strutt 
says. “I hadn’t heard about your mar‑
riage.” As he is saying to Marnie, “We all 
think a great deal of your husband,” his 
expression hardens. He says, ominous‑
ly, “I believe we’ve met before.” Marnie 
answers, “I don’t think so.” “Think again, 
Missus Rutland.” We cut to Lil, who looks 
toward Mark with a grin.

Mrs. Strutt asks Mark, “Are you recently married?” “Marnie and 
I have been married for two months.” Then Mark adds—hoping to 
throw Strutt off the scent, and also deliberately keeping Lil from 
enjoying this moment—“But we’ve known each other quite well for 
four years.” This last line wipes the grin off Lil’s face. “Four years? 
Before Stell—” Mark cuts her off. “Yes, didn’t you know?” Then Mark 
says to Marnie, “Darling, Betty seems rather stranded over there,” and 
says to Mrs. Strutt, “You’ll have to excuse us for a few moments.” And 
to Lil he adds, with a malicious grin, a condescending tone and a 
clever pun, “Would you see that Mister and Missus Strutt’s glasses 
are kept brimming? That’s a good girl.”

“I’m going to be sick,” Marnie says to Mark once they are away 
from the others. “You’re not going to be sick.” He says this as a com‑
mand. “You said we’d known each other four years. Lil thought—” 
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“I don’t give one infinitesimal damn what 
Lil thought or thinks.” As guests head 
toward the dining room, Mark physi‑
cally turns Marnie around and pushes 
her toward the approaching Strutts and 
Lil. Viewed frontally and centered in the 
frame, Lil is watching as Mark says to 
Strutt, “My wife’s taken a fancy to you. 
Will you see her into dinner?” With Mark 
and Mrs. Strutt keeping step behind them 
like prison guards, Marnie and Strutt look 
as if they are headed for the gas chamber, 
not the dining room.

There is a quick dissolve to Marnie, 
dressed in black, sitting in a chair, looking 
unhappily toward Mark, who is at first vis‑
ible only as a black area in the foreground 
(as he had been reduced to a black area 
in the background at the end of the “free 
association” sequence). A continuity cut 
reveals that Mark, still in his dinner suit, 
is angrily taking Marnie’s clothes out of 
a suitcase and tossing them on the floor. 
“I’m five minutes behind you, and in 
those five minutes you’ve got yourself up 
like a cat burglar and packed for a world 
cruise!”

“I’ve got to get out of here and you’ve got to let me go,” she shoots 
back. “That man is going to send me to jail . . .” “What are you using 
for guts this season?” “Don’t you understand? He’s coming back here 
tomorrow and he’s coming for my head!” “We just won’t give it to 
him. Strutt may be throbbing away with vengeful fantasies, but the 
fact is he’s a businessman . . .” “So?” “So we try to do business. The 
Rutland account is one of the biggest he’s got. If he insists on acting 
like the swine he is, then . . . and he’ll lose others too. I’ll see to it, 
but first I’ll see to it that he understands I’ll see to it.”

When Marnie expresses concern that even if he keeps Strutt from 
prosecuting he can’t keep him from talking, Mark replies, with his 
old sarcasm, “Darling, didn’t your mother ever tell you about sticks 
and stones?” This line, with its joking reference to Marnie’s mother 
(not to mention his use of the word sticks, which resonates with the 
film’s climax in a way that he, and we, are not yet in a position to 
recognize), provokes Marnie to move to the bed, fondling one of the 
bed posts—I see no reason to resist characterizing it as “phallic”—
as she says, “Can’t you understand there may be . . . other people I 
don’t want to hear about me?”
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“What can the police do if we can stop 
Strutt from prosecuting?” “They can start 
investigating other jobs . . .” Saying, “Well, 
that’s something else again,” Mark paces, 
letting this new development sink in. He 
asks her how many other jobs. Turning 
the back of her head to him, she answers 
“Three.” “Try again.” “Four. Five counting 
Strutt.” “Over how long a period?” “Five 
years. That’s the truth, I swear it.” “All right. How much? How much 
all together?” When she gives her answer (“Under fifty thousand”), 
we view her in profile, doubled by her prominent black shadow, a 
ceramic bird beside her in the frame.

“What towns?” “Buffalo, Detroit”—that Detroit is one of the 
“towns” explains the threatening man at the race track—“Elizabeth, 
New Jersey, and New York.” “Well, in New York and Philadelphia, I’ll 
be poor old Mark Rutland who lost his head over a pretty girl. In the 
others I’m just an accessory after the fact and equally liable under 
the law.” “Well, then let me go! They can’t blame you because you 
didn’t know . . .” “If I let you run out now, nothing could keep the 
lid on it. They’ve got your real name . . . When they finally catch you, 
and they will catch you, they’ll throw the New York City Library at 
you.” This begins a lengthy monologue in which Mark spells out two 
alternatives: They can hire a lawyer and a psychiatrist, make a volun‑
tary confession and offer to pay restitution, and hope for a suspended 
sentence. Or they can make private calls on all the places Marnie has 
robbed. She will express contrition, while he shows a check for the 
amount stolen. But if one of them takes the money but won’t drop 
the charge, she would probably face a jail sentence.

Throughout this speech, Marnie paces like a caged animal. Repeat‑
edly, she seems to have an impulse to protest against Mark’s plan, to 
reassert her wish for him simply to let her go. Every time, though, that 
impulse is overcome. Is it that he browbeats her into submission? I 
view her, rather, as acknowledging, however grudgingly, the truth in 
what Mark is saying, however trapped it makes her feel. When she 
sits back down, it signifies her acceptance of Mark’s plan. But then 
Mark adds, “It’s late. You better get some sleep. You’ve got to be up 
for the hunt.” This provokes Marnie to protest, “You don’t expect me 
to ride in the hunt!” “Certainly I expect you to ride. For one thing, 
I want you out of the house when Strutt comes here. For another, I 
don’t want to give Lil the satisfaction of seeing you chicken.” Saying 
this, Mark opens the door to his room, walks through it, and point‑
edly leaves it open: “And, Marnie, tonight the door stays open.” She 
seems about to protest again, but holds her silence.

Surely, Marnie understands that Mark’s stated reasons are not his 
real reasons for “expecting”—that is, insisting—that she ride in the 
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hunt. It would be easy enough for her to make herself scarce when 
Strutt pays his visit to Wykwyn. And for a man who doesn’t give an 
“infinitesimal damn” what Lil thinks, keeping her from seeing Marnie 
“chicken” can hardly be a top priority. Marnie understands, I take it, 
that it is Mark who doesn’t want to see her “chicken.”

The shooting script describes very differently the ending of this 
conversation. The difference is telling. “[Mark] is at the connecting 
door. He opens it, takes out the key, pockets it. She turns, moves furi‑
ously into the bathroom, locking that door, at least, against him.” The 
implication is that she is afraid that in the dark of night Mark might 
walk through the open door and have his way with her sexually. But 
the film’s Marnie has no such fear. She trusts Mark. She knows that 
his insistence on leaving the door open means only that he wants 
her to know that he would hear her—and stop her—if she tried to 
run away. It’s his way of saying “You can trust me.” It is also his way 
of saying “I still cannot trust you.”

For the screenplay’s Marnie, furious with Mark for imposing his 
will on her, the choice he gives her between running away and agree‑
ing to his plan of action is nothing but a Hobson’s choice. If she runs 
away, she’ll end up in jail. If she stays and succeeds in avoiding jail, 
she’ll end up equally imprisoned, equally caged. She sees no differ‑
ence—other than elegant sheets and the ready availability of Horn 
& Hardart butter cake—between jail and Wykwyn’s gilded cage. For 
the film’s Marnie, though, there is a difference.

When in Vertigo Scottie says to Judy, alarmed by his obsessive 
efforts to “change” her, that she is free to walk away any time she 
wishes, she replies, “No, you wouldn’t let me.” This is the truth, no 
doubt, but it is also a cover story. Judy may not know this about 
herself—I, personally, believe she does—but she wishes to believe 
that Scottie wouldn’t let her go, because she doesn’t want to leave 
him and doesn’t want to admit that to herself. Similarly, Marnie’s 
knowledge that Mark will not let her run away doesn’t force Marnie 
to stay. When he first proposed to her, he had vowed, “I’ve tracked 
you and caught you and by God I’m going to keep you.” But he has a 
different understanding, now, of what it means to “keep” Marnie. By 
bringing home to her that he wants them to be together; to face the 
future together; to pursue happiness together; to continue to carry 
on, together, their conversation of marriage, the open door brings 
home to her that this is what she wants, too. For this dream to come 
true, she will have to earn his trust. This will take courage. That is 
why Hitchcock ends the sequence with Marnie anxious but thought‑
ful, not furious with Mark, as the screenplay describes her. Riding in 
the hunt is a chance to prove her courage to Mark—and to herself. 
The open door is Mark’s way of giving Marnie no chance not to take 
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this chance. In any case, she had already made her decision. She will 
ride in the hunt. And yet, the very idea disturbs her.

By finally coming clean with Mark about her criminal past, Marnie 
has removed a major obstacle to earning his trust. But removing that 
obstacle, I take it, has brought another obstacle more clearly into 
view. Looming in her path, closer than she had imagined, is her need 
to come clean with Mark about her mother. (She doesn’t yet know 
that he has recently learned that her mother is alive and that—so he 
believes—she once killed a man.) What makes the thought of telling 
Mark about her mother so frightening to Marnie is that it means 
she will then have to come clean with her mother about Mark. Mar‑
nie believes that her mother couldn’t bear to learn the truth about 
her—not only the fact that she was a liar and a thief, but what to her 
mother would be more damning, a more grievous betrayal, the fact 
that she has married a man. (That she is nonetheless still a virgin is a 
truth she can’t believe her mother would believe.) Just as in Shadow 

of a Doubt Charlie believes that knowing the truth about Charles 
would kill her mother, Marnie believes that telling her mother the 
truth, as she now knows she will have to do, will hurt her mother, 
will wound her deeply, perhaps fatally. It is understandable, then, 
that she finds the prospect of riding in the hunt so unsettling. Fully 
aware of the men like Strutt who are out to get her, she cannot help 
but empathize with the fox, of course. But it is the thought of killing, 
even more than the thought of dying, that unnerves Marnie.

In the screenplay, the transition to the hunt sequence is effected 
by means of a dissolve from Marnie, still furious with Mark, to Mark 
himself, standing at the entrance to Wykwyn. He is described as 
“watching the departing hunt, his eyes worriedly following the fig‑
ure of Marnie on Forio,” some sort of premonition that a calamity 
may be about to befall Marnie. But Mark is hardly the type to have 
premonitions (few men are, in Hitchcock films). In the film, Marnie 
accepts the fact that she must ride in the hunt, however uneasy it 
makes her feel. Because the screenplay’s Mark forces her, against her 
will, to ride in the hunt, the screenplay’s Marnie would have reason 
to blame him, and he would have reason to blame himself, should 
something terrible befall her—as actually happens, of course. Mark 
knows that Marnie is a nonpareil rider, though, and that she’s riding 
the horse she loves. Thus there is absolutely no reason him to find 
it “worrying” to follow the figure of Marnie on Forio. Mark’s worried 
look, unmotivated and out of character, is a device the screenplay 
trumps up to foreshadow the terrible event we are about to witness. 
It’s a gratuitous device, not up to Hitchcock’s standards. It is no won‑
der, then, that Hitchcock chose a different way to effect the transition 
to the hunt sequence. In the film, the dissolve to Mark is replaced 
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by a long, slow dissolve from a medium shot of Marnie, standing tall 
and looking directly at the camera, to the riders on horseback, among 
them Marnie herself atop Forio, crossing the frame from right to left.

By forgoing the shot of Mark watching, 
Hitchcock altogether absents him from 
the hunt sequence. The focus is entirely 
on Marnie and Forio (and on Lil, as the 
sequence develops). Mark’s thoughts and 
feelings are bracketed, as it were; they are 
simply not in question in the sequence, 
any more than they were when Marnie 
broke down and prayed to God for some‑

one to help her and Mark’s presence was reduced to a region of 
blackness in a corner of the background.

When we dissolve to Marnie riding in the hunt, she is surrounded 
by fellow riders. Yet the dissolve underscores her aloneness. It is akin 
to the dissolve, discussed earlier in the chapter, from Lil’s face to the 
extreme long shot of her emerging from her room at Wykwyn. Bridg‑
ing the distance in time and space that separates the two shots, it 
implies a psychic connection, as it were, between them. The dissolve 
registers, or forges, an intimate link between Marnie’s anxious night‑
time thoughts on the eve of the hunt and the daytime reality of the 
hunt itself, as if what Marnie, turned inward, was—is—seeing in her 
“mind’s eye” magically becomes the reality on view in the second 
shot. The implication is that for Marnie—and for us—the reality of 
the hunt has an aspect of unreality to it; it is an extension or projec‑
tion of her “inner reality.”

The dissolve announces that even as Marnie will be living the hunt, 
she will be imagining it—dreaming it, in effect. As events unfold, this 
dream will reveal itself to be a nightmare. Marnie will find her con‑
scious mind powerless to control her actions, and failures to act, in 
the terrifying events that are running their course. As in all dreams, 
everything the dreamer does, or fails to do, plays a part in realizing 
a script that the dreamer’s own mind is actively, but unconsciously, 
authoring. If Mark were “worriedly” watching Marnie setting off for 
the hunt, even if he had a premonition that something terrible was 
about to befall her, his state of mind would have no bearing on what 
goes on to happen. But Marnie’s mind does have the power to deter‑
mine her fate—and Forio’s. It is not her conscious thoughts and feel‑
ings that possess this power; it is the part of her mind she has kept 
hidden from herself, the part that is struggling to keep itself hidden, 
even as it is struggling to unmask itself.

Following the dissolve, there is a series of shots of running hounds 
and riders on galloping horses, mostly filmed on location, but with 
two process shots of Marnie and one of Lil on a mechanical horse, 
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bobbing up and down before a back pro‑
jection screen.

The hounds come to a stop and gather 
excitedly around a hole. From Marnie’s 
point of view, we see the dogs frenziedly 
digging. Their ferocious blood lust appalls 
Marnie, who is obviously identifying with 
the fox. She is even more appalled by 
the behavior of the other riders, who are 
laughing and getting their kicks from the trapped animal’s suffering. 
In the shooting script, this spectacle leads Marnie to back Forio away 
from the other horses and ride off in a canter, with Lil following at a 
distance. But the film precedes this with two shots not in the script: 
Marnie’s view of a hunter’s red jacket, and a shot of her staring at 
the camera as the screen washes red.

When the hunt sequence began, Marnie was already “not quite 
herself,” as Norman Bates might put it. The red that assaults her 
pushes her over the edge. She is in that trance‑like state we have seen 
before when she rides away from the other hunters. Forio’s canter 
becomes a gallop once out of the woods and in the open fields, the 
transition effected in one incredible shot 
that ends with Marnie a tiny, distant figure 
viewed from a great height at one corner 
of the frame and Lil at the opposite corner.

The passage that follows, which mixes 
close shots and distant ones, process shots 
and “real” ones, “objective” shots and 
point‑of‑view and reaction shots, com‑
municates that Marnie, masterful rider 
though she may be, is in such a state that she has no conscious con‑
trol of herself, much less Forio. The visual disjunction in the process 
shots between her face, staring fixedly in the direction of the camera, 
and the terrain racing by in the background heightens our sense that 
Marnie is disconnected from her real situation, more dreaming this 
ride than living it. Her face is frozen, as it was in the so‑called rape 
sequence. Again, she seems to be viewing what is happening from a 
place that could just as well be the “dark side of the moon”—a “pri‑
vate island,” akin to the world projected on a movie screen, within 
which fantasy and reality are one, as they are in all dreams. As we 
realize with horror that Forio’s long strides are heading them straight 
for a high stone wall, Marnie becomes conscious, as dreamers do, 
that she is in a nightmare. With the looming wall frighteningly close, 
she tries desperately to rein in Forio and make him change course. 
But this is too little, too late, to divert her beloved horse from his 
fatal collision with the wall. Neighing loudly, Forio makes a valiant 
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leap. He almost clears the wall, but one of 
his fetlocks hits it with a thud, the most 
sickening shot of this, Hitchcock’s most 
heartrending montage sequence.

Why did Forio head straight for the 
wall in the first place? Why didn’t he slow 
down or change direction even when his 
animal instincts must have told him that 
he would die if he tried to jump it? These 

are questions I was reluctant to ask myself, for they point to a dis‑
turbing possibility. Forio loved Marnie no less than she loved him. 
He trusted her implicitly. Why would he run toward the wall unless 
he understood this to be what his rider wanted him to do? And how 
could he have simply been mistaken about this? He knew Marnie bet‑
ter than she knows herself. The conclusion is unavoidable, I believe, 
that Marnie unconsciously made this terrible “accident” happen. The 
part of herself that dwells on the “dark side of the moon,” the part of 
herself that is authoring the dream she is living, the part of herself 
that keeps turning that dream into a nightmare.

Marnie is thrown and hits the ground hard. For a moment, she 
seems to have snapped out of her trance‑like spell. Hearing Forio 
neighing, she turns and is horrified by the sight of the animal writh‑
ing in agony. The nightmare goes on. She shouts Forio’s name in her 
little girl voice. As she runs over the uneven ground to the farmhouse 
door, the camera travels with her, keeping her framed tightly, so that 
her bobbing head, framed against the smoothly moving background, 
sustains our sense of a disjunction between foreground and back‑

ground. Marnie pounds on the door and, 
still in her little girl voice, shouts at the 
woman who opens it, “Give me a gun! 
My horse is screaming!” The bewildered 
woman says, “You want to shoot your 
horse?” Marnie tries to push her way past 
her. “I can’t give you a gun, my mister 
isn’t home. I don’t know what he’d . . .”

At this moment, Lil arrives, dismounts, 
and joins them at the door. “Miss Main‑
waring, this woman comes tearing in here 
demanding I give her a gun.” As Marnie, 
too, addresses her directly, saying “Tell 
this fool to give me a gun—Forio’s hurt,” 
Lil, framed in a three‑shot with the other 
women, is gazing screen left. She is look‑
ing at Forio, sizing up the situation. But it 
is no accident that she is framed in pro‑
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file, or that a moment later she is shot from the back, then again in 
profile, before she is finally filmed full face.

In those brief private moments when her thoughts and feelings 
are inaccessible to us, a change seems to come over Lil. Whatever 
her motivation for following Marnie, she appears genuinely moved 
by her rival’s suffering as well as Forio’s. “Marnie, wait. I’ll call a vet.” 
“There’s nothing a vet can do.” Backing down, the woman says, “Miss 
Mainwaring if the horse is hurt bad, I could give her Jack’s pistol . . .” 
Marnie pleads, “Hurry, oh, hurry, please, he’s suffering.” Lil makes a 
decision. “Go get the gun!” Then she says to Marnie, “I’ll do it.” Mar‑
nie replies, fiercely, “Are you still in the mood for killing?” Lil forgoes 
answering. (In the screenplay, Marnie’s line alludes to Lil’s “Killing is 
my very favorite thing,” which she says in the omitted conversation 
at the stables. Stripped of that allusion, the line is actually stronger, 
in that Lil knows that she can only be referring to her act of inviting 
Strutt—something Lil did, not something she merely said. There is a 
line that this omitted scene gives to Marnie that I do miss, though. 
Just before Lil says, “Killing is my favorite thing,” Marnie confesses 
that, although she is excited to be riding in the hunt, she is also 
frightened. When Lil asks, “What of?” Marnie replies, “Oh, I don’t 
know . . . the fox . . . killing it . . .” The screenplay adds, “A faint 
shudder runs through Marnie.”)

What, if anything, legitimizes taking the life of another human 
being? When, if ever, is killing something other than murder? How, 
if at all, does the act of killing affect the person who commits that 
act? Every Hitchcock thriller has its own way of posing and address‑
ing these questions and thinking through their implications. Marnie 
is no exception. Inviting Strutt was an act of violence by which Lil 
had dealt Marnie one of those “little deaths” Cavell refers to. Figura‑
tively, it was an act of killing. As a consequence of this act, beauti‑
ful, innocent Forio must literally be killed. Lil had liked to think she 
was a person with no scruples, a person who enjoys killing. I wish 
to believe, and I do believe, that Forio’s anguish, and Marnie’s, have 
awakened her to the true dimension of killing, and that she wants to 
take the killing of Forio upon herself because she feels responsible, 
and wants to spare the suffering Marnie from the pain of killing the 
horse she loves. Lil is not in the mood for killing; perhaps never will 
be again, perhaps never really was. Is Marnie?

Returning, the woman hands Lil a gun, but Marnie wrests it from 
her and orders her to stay out of her way. In a remarkable shot, 
the gun in Marnie’s gloved hand is framed in closeup, the camera 
traveling with her, causing the out‑of‑focus ground to rush by in the 
background.

Again, a disjunction between foreground and background reso‑
nates with our sense that Marnie is more dreaming the moment 
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than living it, an impression intensified 
by a cut to a medium closeup of Marnie, 
framed from behind, her blond hair flying, 
the camera traveling with her as she runs. 
As Lil’s offscreen voice shouts, “Marnie, 
please!” Marnie stops running. The cam‑
era’s continuing motion causes the back of 
her head to fill the frame.

There is a cut to Lil walking toward 
Marnie. “If you don’t want me to do it . . .” 
The camera returns to the closeup of the 
back of Marnie’s head. “. . . then let me 
go back for one of the men.” Only when 
she hears a pathetic whinny does Marnie 
turn—not to face Lil, but to be framed in 
profile. In a tight closeup, Marnie’s gloved 
hand raises the pistol to aim at Forio, an 
out‑of‑focus, back‑projected black form in 
the background. We hear a loud explosion 
and see Forio’s limbs jerk convulsively 
before death stills them.11

Yet again, a disjunction between 
foreground and background reinforces 
our sense that Marnie is dreaming the 
moment. When we cut to a closeup of 
Marnie, her gaze is turned inward. The 
script describes beautifully what happens 

next. “Slowly Marnie’s face smoothes out into a gentle satisfied smile. 
MARNIE (dreamily): ‘There, there now.’ ” Are we to hear in this an 
echo of Marnie’s mother saying to Jessie, “There, as pretty as brush‑
ing can make you”?12 Killing her beloved Forio brings the terrifying 
repressed memory so close to the surface that this terrible act turns 
out to play an essential role in Marnie’s “cure.” Are we to draw the 
moral that each woman, too, is fated to kill the thing she loves?

After fading out on Marnie’s face, we 
fade in on Mark and Strutt in the Wyk‑
wyn library. “So you can see, Mister Strutt, 
how very disadvantageous any action on 
your part would be for everyone. For me, 
certainly. For a sick girl . . . and for you.” 
“Yes, I’m sure that’s the fashionable atti‑
tude, Mister Rutland. But just wait until 
you’ve been victimized.”

We cut directly from Mark to the closed front door of Wykwyn. 
Enter Marnie, the gun at her side. The camera tilts down with her 
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movement, until her head and shoulders, 
viewed from a high angle, are surrounded 
by the dizzyingly busy pattern of the (most‑
ly dark red) rug. Her expression is vacant, 
like a sleepwalker’s, this impression yet 
again enhanced, visually, by a disjunction 
between foreground and background.

Hearing muffled voices, Marnie pauses 
to listen. Turning abruptly, she heads for 
the staircase and goes up to the second 
floor, then to the door of Mark’s room, 
the camera twisting sinuously to keep her 
tightly framed. As she enters the door, 
a continuity cut sustains the high angle 
and the motion as she goes to Mark’s 
desk and, the camera moving in, with her 
gloved hand takes a key labeled “rutland 
office” from the top drawer. Then she 
retraces her steps, the camera still framing 
her tightly. Going downstairs, the balusters 
behind her form a ////. When she exits, 
the camera holds on another ////.

We cut back to Mark and Strutt just as 
the telephone is ringing. It’s Lil. We hear 
Mark say, “Yes, I understand. I’m hanging 
up now.” He says to Strutt, “You’ll have to 
forgive me, I’ve had a bit of trouble at the 
hunt . . .” Then he leaves hurriedly.

There is an abrupt cut to a striking 
frame, mostly black except for the rectan‑
gle of light of a window in the upper right. 
Into this frame‑within‑the‑frame, Marnie’s 
black gun makes a dramatic entrance, fol‑
lowed by Marnie’s gloved hand, which rests 
the gun down. Then the camera moves on 
its own, past heavy shadows that plunge 
the screen in blackness, until it frames the 
front of the safe in Ward’s office.

Three evocative shots of the combina‑
tion lock follow, viewed from different 
angles.

Then Marnie, in medium closeup, 
moves close to the safe and begins work‑
ing the combination. We cut to an intimate 
closeup of Marnie’s hand on the lock as 
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she slowly turns it. Then to a big closeup 
of her face, intense in its absorption until 
a dreamy look of pleasure comes over it; 
and to a strangely satisfying shot of her 
gloved hand slowly tightening its grip on 
the handle, as Marnie’s shadow, at first 
confined to the far right, expands until 
half the frame is blackness.

The moment Marnie’s grip is firm 
enough to turn the handle, there is a cut 
to a breathtaking, erotically charged shot 
of the safe’s closed door, the two halves 
of which part smoothly and silently like 
opening legs or lips. This movement—and 
the expanding blackness we see within the 
safe as the opening grows wider—smooth‑
ly continues the motions of Marnie’s hand 
and her shadow from the preceding shot.

At the same time, the camera pans 
smoothly to the right until it reveals Mar‑
nie, moving like an automaton as she 
steps forward, turns her left profile to the 
camera, then disappears from view behind 
the open door of the safe. When we cut 
to a frontal shot of Marnie, utterly expres‑
sionless, the camera looking up at her 
from a position inside the safe, the mood 
is broken.

This shot is more like a mug shot than it 
is like the sensual, visually satisfying shots 
that precede it. We cut to her point of view 
of bundles of twenty dollar bills, piled in 
stacks, the camera moving in toward the 
cash; to the “mug shot,” in which her hand 
seems to be struggling against itself at 
once to reach the money and to stop itself 
from reaching it; to her trembling hand; 
back to her in the “mug shot,” anguished 
by the internal struggle that has made her 
own hand seem not her own to her; to the 
money, the camera moving toward and 
away from it in rhythmic pulses (this is the 
one instance in the film in which Hitch‑
cock experiments with a cinematic device 
that, in my experience, clearly fails to 
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“work”; even Hitchcock nods); back to her 
hand; to the money, again pulsing toward 
and away from the camera; then back to 
Marnie. She gives up trying to reach the 
money. Her eyes closed, all passion spent, 
she rests her head against the safe.

We hear Mark’s offscreen voice say, gen‑
tly, “I’ll take you home, Marnie.” Only after 
a long moment does Marnie awaken to 
reality sufficiently to look in his direction. 
We cut to Mark from her point of view, 
then to the gun on the desk, from his point 
of view. In the course of a series of shots 
of Marnie, of Mark, and of his hand mov‑
ing slowly toward the gun, he says, trying 
at once to calm and distract her, “It’s all 
right, darling. You’re just exhausted. Now, 
don’t panic. I’ve spoken to Strutt. I think 
I’ll be able to talk him around.”

Finally, Mark reaches for the gun and 
Marnie makes a futile lunge to get to it 
before he does. “I’ll just put this away,” 
he says, pocketing the gun. She stares at 
him, then picks herself up, walks in a daze 
to the safe, and extends her hand toward 
the money. This time, when we cut to her 
point of view, there are no pulsing camera 
movements. In a frontal two shot, Mark 
comes up behind her. His voice is stern, 
“Go on. You want the money. You wanted 
the money, or you wouldn’t have taken my 
keys, would you? You took the keys, now 
take the money!” Adding “I said take it,” he 
grabs her wrist and forces her hand toward 
the money. “What’s mine belongs to you. 
It’s yours! You’re not stealing. You want the 
money, take it. I said take it!”

We cut again to Mark’s hand gripping 
Marnie’s wrist; to a tilted frontal two‑shot; 
a closeup of their hands shot from inside 
the safe (from the money’s perspective, in 
effect); a closeup favoring Mark; a close‑
up favoring Marnie, in which he begins to 
twist her around; a closeup of their inter‑
twined, twisting legs that foreshadows a 
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disturbing shot in the “flashback” that is 
soon to come; a shot of his arms pinioning 
hers; a closeup of him pushing her; a shot 
of her as his push propels her forcefully 
against a bookcase.

Finally, Mark says, “Marnie, now we’re 
going to Baltimore to see your mother.” 
“No!” “Yes.” She has neither strength nor 
will to resist. Locking the gun in the safe, 
he puts his arm around her and leads her 
out the door.

We cut abruptly to Mark and Marnie 
driving in the rain. The brief scene in the 
car is filmed in a single two‑shot, with rain 
cascading down the back window and the 
thumping of wiper blades counterpoint‑
ing Bernard Herrmann’s music. Marnie, 
as the shooting script puts it, “does not 
look at Mark, or at the road, or at any‑
thing. Her vision, if it is functioning at 
all, is turned inward . . . on the mysteries 
within herself.”

Mark says, “I knew you’d run away, 
and you’d want money. It didn’t take me 
a minute to find out the office drawer key 
was gone.” Ignoring his words, Marnie all 
but spits out, “If you tell my mother about 
me, I’ll kill you.” “If you mean about the 
robberies, I’ve no intention of telling her 
anything. It’s your mother who’s going to 
do the talking.”

We cut directly to the front of the Balti‑
more house. Rain is falling. We cut to the 
street, with the freighter looming large at 
the end of it.

Lit intermittently by blinding flashes of 
lightning, the Baltimore street, viewed from this lower angle, looks 
more unreal than ever. Or, more precisely, there is a disjunction, visu‑
ally, between the real‑looking street in the foreground and the loom‑
ing freighter, harbor and sky, which do not look as if they exist within 
real space. The background looks less like the painted backdrop it is 
than like an image of reality projected onto a flat screen—which it 
also is. The fact that this is a perfect Hitchcock “tunnel shot,” that 
it is designed to draw our eyes into the depth of the frame, under‑
scores our impression that in this frame depth is only an illusion. In 
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its play with depth and flatness, with reality and illusion, this shot 
foreshadows the visual strategies Hitchcock employs in the climactic 
“flashback” itself. No less significantly, it links this moment to the 
film’s opening shot of Marnie on the platform, as if the two shots 
are bookends between which the body of the film is contained. In 
the opening shot, we see Marnie alone. In the present shot, we see 
no one; the disjunction between foreground and background is not 
a projection of Marnie’s “inner reality.” No one within the projected 
world is dreaming this moment. This is our dream, or Hitchcock’s 
dream, or the camera’s dream.

In the opening shot, Marnie’s act of walking away from the station‑
ary camera transforms the circle of her handbag into a view of herself 
on the platform, enabling the worldhood of the world to be revealed, 
to reveal itself. In the present shot, there is no one to perform such 
a gesture. The camera itself, moving of its own accord, transforms 
a semblance of unreality into a semblance of reality. It does so by 
tilting down to reveal Mark’s car in front of the steps leading up to 
Bernice’s front door. He is trying to drag a reluctant Marnie, not yet 
visible, out of the front seat.

In a series of shots joined by continuity cuts, Mark pulls Marnie 
out of the car and into the rain, takes off his jacket and drapes it 
over her. Simultaneous with a clap of thunder, Bernice opens the 
door. Marnie hurtles inside, and throws herself onto the stairs. Say‑
ing, “It’s all right, Marnie, you’re inside,” Mark draws the drapes to 
keep her from seeing the lightning. “I’m sorry to crash in on you like 
this, Missus Edgar. I guess you know how Marnie feels about storms.”

“Marnie, stop acting like such a ninny,” Bernice says sternly as she 
moves toward Marnie, the camera panning with her. As the screen‑
play puts it, “She is stopped by MARK who has moved into the pic‑
ture protectively between MARNIE and her mother.” “Who are you, 
mister? You’re not Mister Pendleton.” “No, I’m not . . .” As Bernice 
says, “Then what have you got to do with my Marnie?,” Mark puts his 
arm around Marnie. Seeming to welcome this, she leans against him. 
“I’m Mark Rutland, Marnie’s husband, Missus Edgar. Marnie hasn’t 
been very well. I don’t believe she’s been well since your accident.” 
“My what?” “I think you’ve always called it ‘your accident.’ ” “What 
do you think you’re talking about? Coming into my house like this, 
talking about my accident! You’re not married to Marnie. I don’t 
believe you.”

“Your daughter needs help, Missus Edgar. You’ve got to tell her 
the truth. She has no memory of what happened that night. And she 
needs to remember everything! You must help her.” When Bernice 
accuses Mark of being “plumb crazy,” he threatens to tell Marnie the 
whole story if she refuses to do so. Bernice replies that she is the only 
one who knows the whole story. “Since you’re so very knowledge‑
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able, Missus Edgar,” Mark says fiercely, “do you also know that your 

daughter, your beautiful, young daughter, cannot stand to have a man 

touch her? Any man. She doesn’t know why, but you do. Don’t you 
think you owe it to her to help her to understand what happened 

to make her like this?” To this Bernice replies, “What matters what 

made her? She’s lucky to feel like that!” “That’s very interesting, Mis‑
sus Edgar. But . . . I’ve read the transcript. The records of your trial 

for murder. In the records it states quite plainly that you made your 

living from the touch of men . . .” As he says, “It was one of your 
clients that you killed that night,” there is a loud clap of thunder and 

a bolt of lightning that fills the frame‑within‑the‑frame of the window 

behind Bernice with a blinding white flash.
Marnie’s shout of “Oh, God!” coincides with a louder thunder‑

clap. She recoils violently—whether from 

the lightning or from Mark’s words, we 
can’t say. This drives him to raise his voice 

and speak to Bernice with growing anger. 

“Was there also a storm that night, Mis‑
sus Edgar? Is that why Marnie’s terrified of 

storms? Was there thunder and lightning 

that night? Did the storms terrify your lit‑
tle girl, in addition to everything else that 

happened?”

With even greater ferocity, Bernice 
shouts, “Get out of my house!” Maddened 

with rage, she repeats, “You get out!” We 

cannot say whether it’s the tone of her 
mother’s voice or the staccato rhythm 

with which she spits out these three 

words that rings a bell with Marnie, but 
she turns almost in her mother’s direc‑

tion, a puzzled expression on her face.

Bernice continues ranting. “I don’t 
need any filthy man coming in my house 

no more!” We cut again to Marnie, who is 

now staring at her mother with concern 
and bewilderment. “Do you hear me? You 

get out!” There is a cut to a longer setup 

that includes both Bernice and Mark. 
Bernice becomes completely hysterical. 

Screeching, “You get out of my house!,” she rushes at Mark with flail‑

ing fists. “You get out!” He has no choice but to forcefully hold her 
off. Over her mother’s scream, we cut to Marnie, who, as the script 

puts it, “watches this grotesque struggle with widening eyes that sud‑
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denly become fixed, dilated.” In her child’s 

voice, she cries, “You let my mama go! You 

hear? You let my mama go! You’re hurting 
my mama!”

At the sound of her voice, Bernice and 

Mark cease their struggle and stare at 
Marnie. Mark asks her directly, “Who am 

I, Marnie? Why should I want to hurt your 

mama?” “You’re one of them . . . ,” she 
answers without looking at him, and we 

cut to a heartrending closeup of Bernice.

We cut back to Marnie. “. . . One of them 
in the white suits.” Framed in closeup, Ber‑

nice steps forward and shouts, “Shut up, 

Marnie!” Mark, in closeup, cuts her off. 
“No! Remember, Marnie . . .” We cut again 

to Bernice, her face an anguished mask, 

as Mark continues excitedly, “. . . how it 
all was . . .” We cut back to Mark. “. . . The 

white suits! Remember?”

Mark looks at Marnie with an  expectant 
smile. When we cut to her, she seems 

about to speak. Then she loses the thread. 

The camera returns to Mark. His face falls. 
But disappointment gives way to deter‑

mination. The camera returns to Marnie. 

She is staring vacantly. And Mark’s hand, 
closed in a fist, is present with her in the frame. The hand taps three 

times on the wall.

The camera is on Mark as he asks, “What does the tapping mean, 
Marnie?” We cut back to Marnie. “Why does it make you cry?” The 

camera moves in to a very tight closeup as she says, “It means they 

want in . . .” Still not looking at Mark, her gaze turned inward, she 
continues. “. . . Them in their white suits. Mama comes and gets me 

out of bed. I don’t like to get out of bed.”

Who is speaking these words? Although we have on occasion 
heard this child’s voice coming out of Marnie’s mouth, it is not her 

“normal” voice. Ordinarily, she speaks in an adult woman’s voice—

a voice wiped clean of all traces of her mother’s “poor white trash” 
Southern accent, a voice Marnie must have cultivated with precise‑

ly that intention. Who is the “she” who re‑created herself, at least 

outwardly, as the woman who speaks in this cultivated voice? This 
“she” is the little girl Marnie has never stopped being—the child who 

seems to see no difference between Mark and “them in their white 
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suits,” and yet who answers the questions Mark poses to her, and 
thus really does see him as different from “them.”

Insofar as Marnie is this little girl, her “normal” voice is not really 
normal for her; it is the voice of a character she created, a role she 
plays virtually all her waking hours. Until Marnie acknowledges that 
she is—that she has become—the woman she has only been pre‑
tending to be, until this woman becomes real, her “normal” voice 
cannot be her real voice. It is closer to the truth to say that her real 
voice is that little girl’s voice. When she speaks in that voice, she is 
not acting. This child who does not like to get out of bed, who wishes 
to go back to sleep, perchance to dream, is who Marnie really is. If 
she is to walk in the direction of her unattained yet attainable self, 
it is not the adult Marnie who must change. That woman doesn’t 
(yet) really exist. She who must change is the child Marnie still is. 
The little girl possessed of a woman’s body must wish to awaken—
awaken to the reality that she has become the woman whose body 
she possesses. Only then can this woman—Marnie’s new self—really 
exist within the world.

For a long moment, Marnie falls silent 
as her eyes become fixed. When we cut 
to her point of view, we see nothing spe‑
cial—only a corner of the living room. 
Against the wall is a green sofa, one of its 
throw pillows centered in the frame. There 
is a lamp and a radiator to the right of the 
sofa. As the camera keeps staring fixedly, 
this nondescript view begins to change.

This new view is, first of all, yet anoth‑
er “tunnel shot.” The walls on both sides, 
the ceiling, and the rug on the floor of an 
almost bare living room all verge in an 
exaggerated way toward the vanishing point 
to create what the shooting script calls a 
“long perspective”—a space that seems at 
once exaggeratedly deep, as in all “tunnel 
shots,” and exaggeratedly flat. In the center 
of the frame, where the pillow had been, 
is a region, the shape of an old‑fashioned 
cameo picture frame, in which everything 
is slightly—but noticeably—lighter in color 
than what is outside it. The entire image 
is faded and almost monochrome, though, 
like an old sepia‑tinted photograph, an 
association that enhances our sense that 
we are looking into the past.
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Near the far end of the room, framed in 
the “cameo,” are a young Bernice, slightly 
grotesque in her heavy makeup, her back 
to the camera, and (this comes as no sur‑
prise) a man dressed in white, evidently 
a sailor (Bruce Dern, a veteran of Alfred 

Hitchcock Presents, in his first movie role), 
who is standing in front of an open door, 
blocking our view of the room behind him. 
As the sailor moves to the edge of the “cameo,” we see, in the room 
beyond the door, the foot of a bed. Young Bernice goes into that 
room and, saying “Come on, Marnie, get up,” drags the reluctant 
child out of bed.

All this time, the shot’s perspective has continuously been shifting. 
Using a variant of the technique developed for Vertigo of simultane‑
ously zooming in, thus changing the focal length, and moving the 
camera out, the background looms larger, the “cameo” expanding 
almost to the edges of the frame. The space appears to flatten, to 
lose its depth—making the foreground appear as distant as the back‑
ground, not making the background seem closer. We do not have the 
sense of a disjunction between foreground and background, as in the 
shot of the street or the process shots of Marnie riding. The effect is 
the opposite: foreground and background virtually fuse. We do sense 
a disjunction, but it is between ourselves and the projected world, 
the world we are viewing through the eye of a camera that remains 
fixed in place. Or in no place.

Our impression, indeed, is that the 
camera cannot move within the world it is 
framing; no matter how close what we are 
viewing may appear, the camera is looking 
in from outside that world. It is as if there 
can be no place for the camera within this 
flattened, depthless frame, because the 
frame contains no real space, is no real 
space. What we are viewing morphs from 
a shot that presents Marnie’s literal point of view, as she is staring 
in the present in the direction of her mother’s sofa, with the camera 
in her real position, into a shot that presents—what? Is this a scene 
she is only imagining, envisioning in her mind’s eye? Or is it a scene 
that is somewhere, somehow, really taking place? To Marnie, surely, 
it is really happening. It is really happening now. But how can this 
be, if this is the past, not the present? And how can this scene be 
reality to Marnie if she is viewing this scene from the outside, where 
the camera is located? Then again, is reality ever fully real to Marnie, 
who lives her life as if she were only dreaming it? Can we say that 
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here the projected world is not a reality the camera is capturing, but 
is, rather, a reality the camera (in league with the projector) is cre‑
ating—making it real by projecting it, that is, by projecting Marnie’s 
“inner reality,” rendering the invisible visible?

Marnie stares at the sofa in her mother’s living room for what 
seems an eternity before what is “really” the present begins morph‑
ing into the past. Does she conjure this past into being? (Strutt calls 
her a “little witch.” Is she one?) Does she will the past to appear 
in the present, or does she find herself subjected to a will not her 
own? We cannot say. What is clear, though, is that once the meta‑
morphosis happens—once it becomes the past that is present within 
the frame—the genie cannot be put back in the bottle. Marnie has 
no more power than we do—than we ever do when we are view‑
ing a film—to alter the events that are unfolding. (That is what it 
means for this to be the past.) It is also clear that once Mark sets the 
machinery in motion by tapping three times on the wall, he absents 
himself from these events. And it is clear that he accepts this condi‑
tion, which in any case he is powerless to change. Mark’s powers are 
limited. So are Hitchcock’s.

Bernice pulls little Marnie into the living room, lays her on a sofa, 
tucks her in, and, saying, “You go on back to sleep, Sugarpop,” kisses 
her. All the while, the sailor is beginning to undress. “Bernice,” he 
calls to her impatiently. She leaves her child’s side, leads him into 
the bedroom and closes the door. All this the camera frames from 
its fixed position.

A split second before the door shuts completely, we cut to Marnie 
in the “present.” I put the word in quotes here, because this sequence 
calls into question whether in the medium of film there is a clear 
distinction between past and present. As the sequence develops, both 
the “past” and the “present” become equally present to Marnie, pres‑
ent in the same way (and also absent in the same way). Evidently, 
Marnie has been deeply absorbed in the scene we have been watch‑
ing. Just when we expect to hear the closing door hit the door jamb, 
we hear, instead, a deafening clap of thunder. Marnie’s eyes widen 
in terror, and she recoils violently, flattening herself against the wall. 
Is her terror caused by the thunder in the “present,” or by the thun‑
der in the “past,” its deafening sound coinciding with the “missing” 
sound of the closing door, which to the little girl signifies her moth‑
er’s abandoning her to the man in the white suit? We cannot say.

Astonishingly, we now cut to little Marnie, her golden hair facing 
a camera that has broken away from its foxed position. The camera 
has breached the barrier separating it from the world of the “past,” 
and now finds itself inside that world, like the projectionist Buster 
Keaton plays in Sherlock, Jr., who jumps “through” the screen into 
the world of the film he is projecting.
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The terrifying thunderclap straddles the 
two shots, the two spaces, the two times, 
the two worlds. With a scream, little Mar‑
nie, who had been sitting up in bed, bur‑
ies her face in the pillow. The camera, 
now not only located within the little girl’s 
world, but also handheld and fitted with 
a telephoto lens that narrows its field of 
vision, reframes with her abrupt move‑
ment, then on its own pans jerkily to the 
left until a section of the closed bedroom 
door fills the frame.

That the camera is now inside the “past” 
world, free to move within it and attuned, 
responsive, to the terrified child, suggests 
that Marnie in the “present” is no longer 
only envisioning this scene in her mind’s 
eye, no longer viewing it from the outside, 
in effect. Now, she is fully living it. This 
is no memory. This is no dream. This is 
reality. Marnie in the “present” is the little 
girl living this scene. Is the presentness of 
the past an illusion? On film, the “past” is 
no less real—and no less unreal—than the 
“present.”

For Marnie, the “past” had been a dream 
world, a “private island” located on the “far 
side of the moon,” if an island she longed to 
escape from, not escape to. Now, this “pri‑
vate island” has become reality to her. As 
long as the camera was filming this “private 
island” from Marnie’s literal point of view 
outside it, our perspective coincided with 
hers. Now that her experience coincides 
with that of the little girl within that world, 
our perspectives no longer coincide. The 
camera no longer affords us direct access to Marnie’s experience. She 
no longer has access to the views the camera is presenting to us. We 
are viewing her. She is not viewing this world, she is living within it.

The sailor opens the closed door, emerges from the bedroom and, 
a bit unsteady from drinking, goes over to little Marnie, who is still 
weeping. Leaning over her, his face close to hers, he says “Now, you 
ain’t afraid of a little bit of lightning, are you?”

We again cut to the “present.” Mark asks, “What happens next, 
Marnie?” Speaking hesitantly, Marnie answers, in her child voice, “He 
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come out . . . to me. Oh, I don’t like him, 
He smells funny.” From Mark’s standpoint 
in the “present,” when Marnie recounts 
“what happens next,” she is remember‑
ing the past. But to Marnie, what she is 
describing (and also acting out) is what 
is happening in the present. For Marnie 
to tell “what happens next” is for her to 
foretell—in a sense, to author—the future.

We cut back to the “past” scene Marnie is at once remembering, 
experiencing, and authoring. The sailor is leaning even closer to the 
little girl, stroking her hair, consoling her. “Your old captain’s going 
to be here all through the night. There’s no reason to cry.”

The camera returns to the “present.” Marnie cries out, “I want my 
mama! I don’t want you!” Presumably, in the “private island” we can‑
not view at the same time the camera is framing the “present,” the 
little girl cries out those very words. Still in the “present,” we cut 
to another heartbreaking closeup of Marnie’s mother, who is surely 
remembering this scene all too vividly. Then we cut back to Marnie, 
who cries “Let me go! Mama!,” before the camera returns us to the 
“past.”

Little Marnie is sobbing convulsively as the sailor plants an inno‑
cent kiss on her cheek. The handheld camera whips over to her 
mother, who has emerged from the bedroom wearing only a slip. 
The camera jerkily follows Bernice as she throws herself on the sail‑
or, beating wildly at him (much as we had seen her flail at Mark), 
shouting, “Get your damn hands off my kid!” As filmed in faux cin‑
ema‑vérité style with the camera handheld and the telephoto lens 
restricting the field of vision, we never get a clear view of this life 
and death struggle being waged so close to the cowering child. Cov‑
ering her eyes, little Marnie, too, cannot clearly see, much less fully 
comprehend, what is happening.

The camera returns to the “present.” “Make him go, Mama! I don’t 
like him to kiss me. Make him go, Mama!”

When we return again to the “past,” young Bernice, screaming 
“Get your hands . . . Get your hands . . . ,” has become what Nor‑
man Bates would call a “raving thing.” In a line I have always found 
strangely moving, given that this man is about to die, the sailor cries 
out, “There’s nothing the matter with my hands!”

We cut to little Marnie, screaming, and then to the “present,” 
where presumably Marnie has also just screamed. Mark asks, “What 
is it, Marnie? What’s the matter?” Marnie shrieks, “He hit my mama!” 
Because the camera had been on the child Marnie, not on what she 
was seeing, at the critical moment, we cannot be certain of this, but 
on the basis of what we have seen, it seems highly unlikely that the 
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sailor, who appeared only to be defending 

himself, really did hit Bernice. When we 

cut back to the “past,” he is backed against 
the wall, desperately fending off Bernice’s 

wild assault, shouting “No! No! What’s 

the matter with you? You crazy or drunk? 
Now, don’t go hitting me. You’re going to 

get hit yourself.” These last lines, spoken 

over a closer shot of the sailor trying to 
restrain Bernice and then a shot of her 

hand reaching for a poker, offer additional 

evidence that young Marnie hadn’t really 
seen him hit her mother, although he is 

threatening to do so now, both in anger 

and in self‑defense.
When Bernice tries to strike the sailor 

with the poker, the shaky handheld cam‑

era makes it impossible to discern whether 
she succeeds in doing so. As he crumples 

to the ground, she keeps striking out with 

the poker. Loud thuds suggest that he is 
now being hit, but we never clearly see the 

poker strike him. Little Marnie screams, 

and we cut to a what seems to be her 
point of view. Crying “Oh, my leg!,” Ber‑

nice falls with a sickening thud, the sailor 

landing heavily on her.
Marnie in the “present” cries “Mama?” 

Mark asks, “Is your mother hurt? How? 

How is she hurt?” “He fell on her. Oh, she’s 
so hurt! Oh, Mama.”

When we cut back to the “past,” it is to 

a close two‑shot of the sailor and Bernice. 
A streak of blood runs down his cheek. His 

face is contorted. Bernice cries, “Marnie! 

Marnie, help me!” We cut to a strangely 
suggestive shot of her naked leg inter‑

twined with his as if they were making 

love, not locked in a mortal struggle.
We cut once more to Marnie in the 

“present.” “I got to help my mama!” Cut to 

little Marnie, who picks up the poker and 
hits the sailor with it with a cry and a sick‑

ening thud, then to Marnie in the “pres‑

ent,” who shudders and gives a muted cry, 
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coinciding with the child’s, and whose 
raised arm mimes the deadly strike she 
is experiencing as something she is now 
doing. Mark asks, “Marnie?” “I hit him! I 
hit him with a stick. I hurt him!”

The child raises the poker and strikes 
again. The poker again hits the bloody 
head and the sailor slumps down. He is 
dead.

Young Bernice stifles a cry. Then, as 
the screenplay puts it, “We see the child’s 
face . . . the widened, shock‑blank eyes.” 
Marnie, in the “present,” tilts her head and 
says, just as she did after shooting Forio, 
“There, there now,” in a voice the script 
describes as “dreamy, soft, satisfied.”

When Marnie says this as her beloved 
horse stops struggling after she shoots him, 
she speaks these words the way a mother 
might who has administered bitter medi‑
cine to her child and is reassuring both 
the child and herself that the ordeal was 
for the best. Marnie says it to the dead 
Forio, to his departing soul, to offer reas‑
surance that the bullet to the brain she 
has administered was not too bitter a pill 
to swallow. Her voice is “dreamy, soft, sat‑
isfied” because she has succeeded in end‑
ing Forio’s suffering and sending him off 
to greener pastures. After Marnie kills the 
sailor, by contrast, she is satisfied because 
she didn’t like him and wanted to kill this 
man—this man she didn’t want to kiss her, 
who smelled funny, who was hurting her 
mother. The only way I can make sense of 
this moment in the film is to hear Mar‑
nie as speaking these words to herself—as 
if when she killed the sailor, her own self 
also died, and she is reassuring herself that 
death is for the best.

When Marnie relives this act of killing, 
experiences it as if for the first time, and 
acknowledges it as her own, her innocence 
dies. Marnie says, “There, there now” in the 
voice of the child she no longer is. She says 
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it in a “dreamy, soft, satisfied” voice. But 
that dreamy mood survives only a moment 
longer. Then she sees the blood.

We cut to young Bernice, emitting the 
scream she had stifled; to the child Mar‑
nie, who screams as well; to the bloody 
face of the dead sailor; then to his bloody 
shirt, with dark red lines, forming a /////, 
running up and down the larger red stain, 
glistening with fresh blood. The camera 
tilts up until the frame is completely cov‑
ered with the red of the blood.

Finally, we dissolve to Marnie in the 
“present,” her scream mingling with the 
others until they all subside. Having looked 
death in the face—the sailor’s, and her 
own, too—she awakens to the true dimen‑
sion of death. And it is a woman, not a 
child, who awakens. A new self is born.

Mark goes to Marnie and, saying 
“You’re all right now, darling,” leans over 
to take her arm. Bernice, who has appar‑
ently bent down to pick up her cane, rises 
from below into the frame, eclipsing Mark 
and Marnie. All three move screen right, 
Bernice still in the foreground as the cam‑
era reframes with them.

As he seats Marnie in a chair in front 
of the staircase, Mark says, as he had said 
when the lightning subsided after their 
first kiss in his office, “You’re all right, it’s 
all over. You’re all right.” Bernice, too, sits 
down. Mark moves back to enable moth‑
er and daughter to talk face to face. For a 
long moment, the two women look at each 
other in silence.

We cut to Bernice, her gaze still locked 
with Marnie’s. Then she lowers her eyes, 
painfully adjusts her position in the chair, 
and looks away from her daughter as she 
lays down her cane. There is a cut to the 
reverse shot: Mark and Marnie, their eyes 
on Bernice as they wait for her to break 
her silence. The passage continues as an 
alteration of these two setups.
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Once Bernice finishes adjusting her 
position, she speaks. Her eyes are almost 
closed as she says, in a matter of fact voice, 
“I thought when she lost her memory of 
that night, it was a sign of God’s forgive‑
ness. I thought I was being given another 
chance to change everything, to make it 
all up to her.” Mark says, “I’m sorry, Mis‑
sus Edgar. Truly sorry.” Then he explains 
to Marnie, “Your mother told the police 
that she’d killed the sailor in self‑defense.” 
Bernice corroborates this. “They could see 
how bad hurt I was . . . And I never told 
anyone the truth.” She repeats, proudly, 
“Never . . .” Fully opening her eyes, she 
looks directly at her daughter. “Not even 
when they tried to take you away from 
me, Marnie . . .” With the camera framing 
Marnie in a tight closeup, the //// of the 
staircase filling the background, Bernice 
adds, “Not even then.”

Choking back tears, her gaze locked 
with Bernice’s, Marnie says, to herself as 
well as to her mother, “You must’ve loved 
me, Mama. You must’ve loved me!” As 
Tippi Hedren delivers this line, it is one 
of the most touching moments in the film. 
Her mother’s reply is no less touching. 
Beaming, her eyes flicker with deep emo‑
tion as she says, with a sweetness we have 
not heard before, “You’re the only thing in 
this world I ever did love.”

Visibly moved, Marnie silently takes 
in these words. A frown comes over her 
mother’s face. She lowers her eyes. We 
sense that Bernice is looking into her soul 

as she speaks, putting into words what she is finding there. “It was 
just that I was so young, Marnie. I never had anything of my own . . .” 
Opening her eyes, she seems to make a conscious decision to say 
what she says next. Meeting Marnie’s gaze, she asks her daughter, 
“Do you know how I got you, Marnie?” Shifting her eyes so she is 
looking at no one, all but speaking directly to the camera, she goes 
on, absorbed in her own memories. “There was this boy. Billy. And 
I wanted Billy’s basketball sweater. I was fifteen. And Billy said if I 
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let him, I could have his sweater. So I let him. And later, when you 

got started, he run away. I’ve still got that old sweater.” Turning her 

eyes back to her daughter, she says with fierce pride, “And I’ve got 
you, Marnie.”

Marnie goes to her mother, kneels beside her chair and takes her 

hand. “And after the accident, when I was in the hospital, they tried 
to make me let you be adopted. But I wouldn’t . . .” Almost worship‑

fully, Marnie looks up at her mother. “I wanted you . . .” Framed in 

closeup, Bernice goes on, “I promised God right then, if he’d let me 
keep you, and you not remember, I’d bring you up different from me. 

Decent.” We cut to Marnie. Looking almost directly at the camera, she 

says, “Decent? Well, you surely realized your ambition . . .” There is a 
cut to Mark, watching silently, before the camera returns to Marnie. 

Still not looking at her mother, she says, “I certainly am decent. Of 

course I’m a cheat, and a liar and a thief, but I am decent.”
Sitting down in the chair Marnie had vacated so as to be close to 

her mother, Mark breaks his silence. “Marnie, it’s time to have a little 

compassion for yourself.” Not a bad moral, as morals go. We cut to a 
closeup of Marnie, taken from Mark’s point 

of view. His words register on her face as 

he says, “When a child, a child of any age, 
Marnie, can’t get love, it takes what it can 

get any way it can get it.” For a moment, 

Marnie’s profile is turned to the camera. 
Unlike most characters framed in profile 

in Hitchcock films, she does not seem to 

be withholding herself from the camera’s 
gaze; she cuts a noble figure in this frame.

The camera returns to Mark as he con‑

cludes, “It’s not so hard to understand.” We 
cut to Marnie, who rests her head on her 

mother’s lap; to Bernice, looking down at 

her daughter; then back to Marnie. Heart‑
breakingly, her mother’s hand is poised 

above her daughter’s head. We know she 

would love to stroke Marnie’s golden hair, 
but cannot bring herself to do so.

We cut back to the previous setup. Ber‑

nice says “Get up, Marnie, you’re aching 
my leg.” In the middle of this line, there 

is a cut to a breathtaking closeup in which 

the camera looks down from above at Mar‑
nie’s hair. Her mother’s hand, still poised 

above it, still not touching it, slowly with‑
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draws. As the shot ends, Marnie’s golden 
hair, viewed against a black background, is 
all that remains in the frame.

As Marnie rises to her feet, the camera 
pulls back in a smooth twisting motion. 
Marnie offers no resistance as Mark gently 
pulls her hair back, then strokes it. (Robin 
Wood understands the entire film to cul‑
minate in this gesture [Wood 2002, 380].) 
The camera moves slowly in until Mar‑
nie is alone in the frame, the //// of the 
staircase again filling the background. She 
meets Mark’s gaze. “What am I going to 
do?” Mark is framed frontally as Marnie’s 
offscreen voice asks, “What’s going to hap‑
pen?” “What do you want to happen?” We 
cut to a reverse shot of Marnie. She says, 
“I guess I . . . I want it all cleared up. Will 
I go to jail?” The camera returns to Mark. 
“Not after what I have to tell them.”

Again, we cut to the frontal closeup of 
Marnie. She finds no words to say. Instead 
of cutting back to Mark, there is a haunt‑
ing shot of Bernice, her eyes downcast in 
shame and guilt. Before they leave, Mar‑
nie and Mark turn back toward her. Mark 
says. “Ah, Missus Edgar, I’ll bring Mar‑
nie back. She’s very tired now.” Marnie  
simply says, “Goodbye, Mama.” Her moth‑
er, still in the armchair, says, “Goodbye.” 
His arm around her, Mark and Marnie  
exit.

Then we cut to a final shot of Bernice. I 
know no moment in any film that conveys 
a more devastating sense of aloneness. In 
a loving voice her daughter will never 
hear, she says, “Goodbye, Sugarpop.”

We cut to the front of the house. Mark 
and Marnie are just outside the door they 
have just exited. Mark turns on the narrow 
top step to shut the door. To give him room, 
Marnie moves a little to her left. These 
are small movements, but their combined 
effect is to remove Mark from the frame 
and replace him with his shadow.
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Marnie has moved only a few inches, 
enough for her position in the frame to 
change by just a small fraction of its width, 
but her motion is so quick she seems to 
scoot across the frame. She stops on a 
dime the instant we hear the closing door 
hit the door jamb—the very sound that 
coincided with the deafening thunderclap 
that precipitated the camera’s transition 
from outside to inside the world of Marnie’s past. It is the way she 
suddenly halts her movement that gives this shot its jolting impact. 
This kinesthetic effect reinforces our impression of the abruptness 
with which Marnie’s attention is drawn to a sight—or vision—that has 
intruded into her awareness. The shot that follows seems to represent 
her point of view. Because she is framed more in profile than full face 
at the moment of the cut, however, it is ambiguous as to whether 
what we see in this shot represents a reality she is literally seeing, 
or an “inner reality”—no less real, no less unreal—she is envisioning, 
or conjuring, in her mind’s eye.

We see four children in the street. Two boys, facing away from the 
camera, standing motionless, like sentinels, and two girls, facing the 
camera and looking in its direction. (A third boy is visible for a brief 
moment before he exits the frame.) The girl on the left is wearing a 
white coat. Both girls have their arms and hands outstretched, as if in 
a posture of supplication or surrender, this association underscored 
by the fact that the girl on the right is on 
her knees.

The girl on the left, who has been jump‑
ing rope, takes one last quick jump and 
then stops. She stands stock still, staring 
directly at the camera. At the same time, 
a third girl, with golden hair and wear‑
ing a yellow sweater the color of Marnie’s 
handbag from the film’s opening shot, 
enters the center of the frame from below, 
enhancing the air of unreality.

The blonde girl bounces a ball to the 
girl on the right, who catches it in her out‑
stretched hands and then also just stands 
there, staring at the camera. As if sensing 
that she is being watched, the blonde girl, 
who cannot but remind us of Jessie, turns 
and confronts the camera with her gaze. 
She, too, standing motionless, continues to 
stare at the camera—at Marnie. And at us.
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The blonde’s gaze, like that of the 
other girls, is certainly not friendly. Nor 
is it threatening, exactly—as long as its 
injunction to keep out is obeyed. It is as 
if Marnie sees these girls as ghosts from 
her past, not real children in the present. 
They are in their own world, vigilant to 
keep Marnie—and us—out. On film, their 
world is a “private island” as real, and as 
unreal, as “reality” itself. But even if she 
wanted in, Marnie cannot enter that world 
any longer. Nor is their world our world.

Surprisingly, we do not cut to Marnie to 
witness her reaction, but to Mark.

At the head of this shot, the camera 
frames Mark more in profile than full 
face, precisely as it had framed Marnie a 
moment earlier. Presumably, he has just 
seen the children we have seen. They are 
real. They are also projections of Marnie’s 
imagination. Mark now knows Marnie 
well enough to see them the way she sees 
them. He slowly turns counterclockwise, 
the camera panning and moving out in 
smooth synchronization with his motion, 
to include Marnie with him in the frame 
(and with his shadow between them).

As Mark finishes putting on his jacket, Marnie says to him, “I don’t 
want to go to jail. I’d rather stay with you.” These words may remind 
us of the epitaph W. C. Fields proposed for his own gravestone: “I 
would rather be living in Philadelphia.” But I hear Marnie’s line as 
ironic, as comic understatement, even though she says it soberly, in 
full seriousness. Surely, she is not really saying to Mark that staying 
with him in Philadelphia is the lesser of two evils. What she is say‑
ing, without literally saying it, is that she wishes to stay with him. 
Her choice of the word “stay” is significant, in that it acknowledges 

that she already is with him. “I’d rather 
stay with you” is Marnie’s declaration of 
love, her vow of marriage or remarriage. 
“Had you, love?,” said with a warm smile 
as he puts his arm around her, is Mark’s.13

At this moment, we hear the girls 
chanting the same chant we heard early 
in the film, when Marnie first arrived at 
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her mother’s house, except that the first line is different; “Mother, 

mother, I am ill” has become “Send for the doctor, I am ill.”

Send for the doctor, I am ill.

Send for the doctor over the hill. 

Call for the doctor. Call for the nurse
Call for the lady with the alligator purse. 

Mumps said the doctor . . . 

The chanting continues as Mark and Marnie descend the few steps 

to the car. The camera, shooting from a position more elevated than 

theirs, tilts down and pulls back to accommodate their movements. 
Mark opens the car door. Getting into the car, Marnie drops below 

the bottom frame line, her golden hair the last we see of her. We 

hear the car door close as Mark walks around to the driver’s side. 
Just before he slips out of the frame, he briefly looks back in the 

direction of the girls. Once Mark does pass out of the camera’s field 

of vision, nothing remains in the frame except the closed front door 
of the house, centered and viewed frontally.

The cut to the next shot, the film’s last, abruptly silences the chant‑

ing. All we hear is Bernard Hermann’s sweepingly romantic theme. 
What we see is a reprise of our first view of the street, the freighter, 

the harbor, the sky.

This is an expansive view, not a claus‑
trophobic “tunnel shot.” The storm has 

ended. The sky is clear of all but a few 

wispy gray clouds. Yet this sky is only a 
painted backdrop. There is an air of unre‑

ality to the shot, an unreal flatness, as if 

we were viewing this world from the out‑
side, the way we had viewed the world of 

Marnie’s past until, with a single clap of 

thunder, that “past” became the “present,” 
its unreality, reality.

Viewed from this height and distance, 

the car is tiny as it drives away from the 
camera toward the end of the street. The 

girls, even tinier, run into the middle of the 

street and, with their backs to the camera, 
watch the couple’s car drive off, the way 

the couples drive off in Suspicion, Notori-

ous, and The Birds. There are no ominous birds in this frame. But 
neither is there any heartening human presence. The image simply 

fades to black.
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Like The Birds, Marnie dispenses with the conventional “THE 
END” title. The ending of The Birds denies us closure. It implies that 
nothing separates the world of Melanie and Mitch from our world, 
the one existing world, hence that when the film ends, the world—
their world, which is our world—goes on. Marnie ends, by contrast, 
with the sound of a car door closing, Marnie and Mark having already 
exited the frame and leaving us only with the image of a closed door; 
and then this final image that insists on the separateness of the film’s 
world from our world. When this image fades to black, it conveys a 
sense of finality that is augmented, not diminished, by the absence 
of a title announcing “THE END.” From what place could such a 
pronouncement come? Our world goes on. We will not forget the 
events we viewed within the world of Marnie. But the portal to this 
“private island” is now closed to us.

Is this a happy ending?
Mark has said to Marnie, “It’s all over. You’re all right.” This is 

no guarantee that she has been “cured,” whatever that might mean. 
There is no assertion that Marnie’s sleep will never again be troubled 
by the old nightmare, or that she is now willing and able to make 
passionate love with Mark the moment they are alone and unob‑
served. Perhaps she never will. Marnie now is conscious of the fact, 
as we are, that she had killed another human being, a man who did 
not deserve to die (although at the time, she was a child who thought 
he did). She knows that she had taken satisfaction in killing him. 
She also knows that performing this act was her way of heeding her 
mother’s desperate call for help, as her mother had heeded hers. She 
knows that she killed because she loved, and because she was loved.

I wish to believe—and I do believe—that Marnie has found com‑
passion for herself. I wish to believe—and I do believe—that she 
knows she loves Mark; knows he loves her; knows she is worthy of his 
love; knows her mother loves her, and always has. I wish to believe—
and I do believe—that a decisive change has taken place in Marnie 
and in Mark, both individually and as a couple. They have achieved 
the mutual trust and forgiveness, the conversation that in Hollywood 
comedies of remarriage are necessary conditions for a true marriage. 
This is no guarantee that Marnie and Mark will live “happily ever 
after.” But they have as good a shot at happiness as people damaged 
by life, as in Hitchcock’s view we all are, can hope for.

Marnie also knows that her mother is still unable to express her 
love. It is beyond Marnie’s power to rescue her mother from her 
private trap. Was Bernice born in hers, the way Norman Bates says 
he was? Or did she step into it, the way Marion Crane believes she 
did? Did Bernice walk into her private trap by letting a boy have sex 
with her in exchange for his sweater? Had she not made that bar‑
gain, Marnie wouldn’t have been born. And she wouldn’t have been 
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reborn had Mark not undertaken to trap her and keep her and train 

her to trust him.

We come away from Marnie feeling that there is no hope for men 
like Strutt, and little hope for Bernice, for Lil, perhaps for Jessie. But 

we also come away from Marnie feeling that there is hope for us. 

Whether there is hope for our world is another question. Marnie does 
not need the girls chanting “Call for the doctor, call for the nurse” to 

make her mindful of the fact that, although she and Mark can now 

face a difficult future together in a hopeful spirit, they live in a world 
that suffers from a sickness they are powerless to cure.

Hitchcock is a moral artist. At the core of his moral vision is the 

paradox, the sad truth, that to keep faith with the better angels of our 
nature, we have to be willing to kill. But we also have to be willing to 

love. Is this a happier truth? Not if it is also a truth—as Hitchcock was 

torn for most of his career between wishing to believe, for his art’s 
sake, and wishing to deny, for the sake of humanity—that “Each man 

kills the thing he loves.” Other than Vertigo’s Scottie, Bernice Edgar 

is Hitchcock’s most devastating example of the element of truth in 
Oscar Wilde’s maxim. But Mark is Hitchcock’s ultimate counterex‑

ample—an exception that disproves the rule.

At the conclusion of Marnie, the film’s protagonist, thanks to 
Mark’s help, is changed. At last, she no longer feels like a “Wrong 

One.” She feels, as Tracy Lord puts it at the end of The Philadelphia 

Story, “like a human, like a human being.” I wish to believe—and I do 
believe—that in making Marnie, Hitchcock, too, found compassion 

for himself. I wish to believe—and I do believe—that the creation 

of Marnie made Hitchcock, too, feel like a human being, no longer 
like a “Wrong One.” Hitchcock, too, was changed. And there was no 

going back.





Postscript

I had just completed the last chapter of this book when Alfred Hitch‑
cock died, at the age of eighty, on April 29, 1980. Reflecting on 

the public response to Hitchcock’s death, and on my own emotion, 
I realized that there was a particular postscript that I had to write.

By the time of Hitchcock’s death, America had reached a con‑
sensus as to who he was and what he had accomplished. The news 
stories, editorials, and obituaries could have flowed from a single 
pen. Hitchcock was the Master of Suspense. He was the consum‑
mate technician among film directors, as well as the model of the 
popular entertainer healthily free from artistic pretensions. A typical 
comment: “The people who paid to see Alfred Hitchcock’s movies 
were infinitely more important to him than the directors and critics 
who deified him and subjected his films to rigorous scrutiny and 
high‑minded analysis.”

Unless one looks closely at Hitchcock’s films and reflects seriously 
on them, this view appears not only plausible but unavoidable. The 
knowing Hitchcock who emerges in this book is a strikingly different 
figure. Yet it took Hitchcock’s death for me to realize that I would not 
be satisfied unless I confronted the tyranny of the Hitchcock legend 
head on.

The language with which Hitchcock’s death was reported shows 
that the press took itself to be at one with the public in its under‑
standing of this man, and also to share with the public the knowledge 
that they were of one mind on the subject of Hitchcock. Agreement 
had already been reached and could be taken for granted; no new 
understanding needed to be attained, no new words found, no new 
tributes formulated, because Hitchcock had already been acknowl‑
edged. There were, for example, the televised tributes to which he 
lent his presence while he was still alive. These shows, of which 
the one staged by the American Film Institute in 1979 was the last 
and most elaborate, presented Hitchcock as the man whose films 
brought the public together into an audience. The shows presented 
themselves as “official” and at the same time as spontaneous pub‑
lic expressions of community. Under the aegis of the institutions 
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that arranged the productions and wrote their scripts, and with the 
underwriting of television, Hitchcock’s audience joined in expressing 
gratitude for knowing him. He was “one of us.”

By repeating the official language of these tributes on the occa‑
sion of Hitchcock’s death, America commemorated him publicly, 
and vowed to remember him privately, in the terms it took to have 
received his personal blessing. Hitchcock’s death occasioned not only 
an expression of community, but a quite extraordinary cele bration 
of society’s capacity to acknowledge one of its own. In celebrating 
having known and having acknowledged Hitchcock, America paid 
tribute to itself.

When Uncle Charles dies at the end of Shadow of a Doubt, all 
of Santa Rosa, that microcosm of America, embraces the language 
of the minister’s eulogy. Only young Charlie knows the truth. Only 
she can recognize the irony of this expression of community engen‑
dered by the death of the man the town accepted as “one of us,” but 
did not really know at all (did not know, for example, his disdain 
for those incapable of recognizing his longing for acknowledgment 
or his murderousness). And only Charlie can view this spectacle in 
Charles’s spirit and recognize him as its secret author.

Hitchcock, I believe, possessed a secret comparable to Uncle 
Charles’s. Part of what he knew when he died is that America never 
really understood his films. Society’s “tributes” were denials of the 
meaning of his work. Surely, the spectacle of America paying tribute 
to itself on the occasion of his death is a Hitchcockian one. I call it 
that because it would make a chilling, poignant, and funny scene 
in a Hitchcock film, and because his work can teach us to recog‑
nize Hitchcock as its secret author. When Hitchcock authorized the 
language of his public tributes, and in general appeared to endorse 
the official view of who he was, in effect he scripted his own obitu‑
ary, assuring that it would be silent on the meaning of his films. All 
Hitchcock’s public speeches and gestures were also silences. I have 
no wish to attempt to reconcile the official Hitchcock and the know‑
ing figure who emerges in my book, but to convey how the former 
may be viewed as the latter’s creation, as a perfectly Hitchcockian 
figure, a projection of Hitchcock’s authorship.

Consider one such gesture, one such silence: Hitchcock’s desig‑
nation of John Russell Taylor to write his authorized biography, 
Hitch: The Life and Times of Alfred Hitchcock (Taylor 1978). Taylor 
begins his project satisfied that Hitchcock’s films hold no mysteries. 
Unsurprisingly, he arrives at the conclusion that “Hitch” is a primi‑
tive with no aspirations to art and no serious intellectual concerns. 
“It seems unlikely that Hitchcock, even in the secret places of his 
heart, regarded himself as . . . anything other than a practical mov‑
ie‑maker,” Taylor writes without marshaling any critical evidence that 
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Hitchcock was no artist or thinker. It is apparent that, from the outset, 
Taylor’s faith in the consensus view conditioned his encounters with 
the man. He ruled out the possibility of Hitchcock’s knowingness, the 
possibility of conversing seriously with him about his “secret places.”

In this respect, Hitch may usefully be compared with the Truffaut 
interviews. Truffaut’s book reads like the script of a play or, more 
exactly, the transcript of a trial. Hitchcock’s intelligence can be dis‑
cerned, but only by reading the dialogue as a scene in a Hitchcock 
film, imagining Hitchcock as, say, Norman Bates and Truffaut as 
Marion Crane. The author of Psycho could not be oblivious of how 
Truffaut changes the subject or speaks for him every time a “serious” 
matter comes up. Viewed in the Hitchcock spirit, Truffaut’s obtuse‑
ness is often very funny, but the poignancy of Hitchcock’s situation 
is all too real: unable to enter into a serious conversation with a man 
who thinks he is his intellectual superior but is far from his equal, 
Hitchcock remains isolated and unacknowledged.

To authorize a man who doesn’t know who one is to write the 
story of one’s life is a perfectly Hitchcockian gesture, entirely in the 
spirit of North by Northwest. It is Hitchcockian for the specific risk it 
takes of remaining altogether unacknowledged even as one is being 
immortalized as an institution and a monument. By the end of the 
events chronicled in Psycho, Norman Bates despairs of finding a fit 
critic in his world, one capable of acknowledging his murderous acts 
of creation. He turns to the camera, challenging us to penetrate his 
secret. Then is it that Hitchcock despaired of finding a critic who 
knew the secret places of his work, whom he might have autho‑
rized in Taylor’s place? Or did Hitchcock wish for a biography that 
preserved his silence about those secret places? Perhaps the Taylor 
biography is one of Hitchcock’s secret demonstrations of his art, one 
of his secret triumphs.

Hitchcock’s silences mocked those who took for granted that they 
knew him when they had not penetrated his most elementary secrets, 
not escaped his simplest traps, not even recognized his disdain or 
his anguish. But Hitchcock’s work can teach us to recognize them 
also as reminders that his films are the creations of a human being 
who dedicated his life to his authorship. Hitchcock’s silences echoed 
the silence of his audience in the face of his films’ calls for acknowl‑
edgment. But if they have a tragic aspect, they are also sublime 
expressions of his sense of humor. They are summed up in Anthony 
Perkins’s silence as he possesses the camera in his murderous gaze 
at the end of Psycho, but also in Barbara Harris’s wink at the end of 
Family Plot, a look whose piquancy stands for, and consummates, all 
the pleasures Hitchcock’s films have given us.

Of all Hitchcock’s public appearances in his last years, the most 
moving, and also the most chilling, was the American Film Insti‑
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tute’s 1979 show. Several years earlier, Hitchcock had participated 
in a tribute sponsored by the Film Society of Lincoln Center. That 
appearance was linked to the release of Family Plot and represented 
a way of keeping in the public eye, of reminding his audience that he 
was still very much alive. In the AFI tribute, however, what the audi‑
ence could plainly see was that he was close to death. There would 
never be another Hitchcock film. Yet on this occasion, the scripted 
speeches were unusually “official,” unusually emphatic in their insis‑
tence that Hitchcock’s films meant nothing, that the jovial Master of 
Suspense had nothing serious on his mind. When the show’s anony‑
mous director cut away to Hitchcock to remind us of his presence, it 
was clear that, in effect, Hitchcock was being remembered as though 
he were already dead; in these cutaways, Hitchcock’s face, impassive 
as always, could just as well have been a memorial bust.

Why did Hitchcock, so near the end of his life, submit silently to 
such treatment? A number of thoughts come to mind. As a public 
speaker, Hitchcock, with his mastery of timing, was a performer of 
genius, and the show provided him with one of his last opportuni‑
ties to gratify his appetite for displaying his wit on camera. He used 
this stage to repeat an oft‑told anecdote about the time his father 
arranged with the police for him to spend a night in jail, saying to 
him, “This is what they do to bad little boys.” Having told this story 
to great effect, Hitchcock looked around at the assembled audience, 
then directly into the camera, and topped himself. With the flippan‑
cy that seemed to assure us that we need not take his words seri‑
ously, he added, “And this is what they do to good little boys.” Then 
too, even if the speeches, taken literally, were affronts rather than 
acknowledgments, it was a real tribute that so many friends and col‑
leagues wished to appear in public to praise him. Surely, Hitchcock 
also participated in the show out of respect and affection for the 
likes of Ingrid Bergman and Cary Grant and Janet Leigh and Tony 
Perkins, men and women whose love redeemed the words they were 
given to speak.

In the show’s most privileged moment, Hitchcock ended his own 
brief speech with a testimonial to the understanding, support, pro‑
fessional collaboration, and love of his wife Alma. This was perhaps 
the only time in his life when, in public, he set aside irony to speak 
eloquently from the heart. This speech was also a perfect Hitchcock‑
ian gesture, however: what better moment for Hitchcock to present 
to his audience a telling demonstration of what an authentic tribute 
is? But whatever pleasures and satisfactions attended this last major 
public appearance, I could not watch without at every moment wish‑
ing for someone to step forward, like Hannay in The 39 Steps, to stop 
and unmask the show.

Clearly, in the readings that make up this book. I cast myself as a 
figure who steps forward to answer Hitchcock’s call for acknowledg‑



Postscript 469

ment. Perhaps it is foolish or arrogant or crazy for me to play such a 
role. Yet this is the role I embrace in these readings, and there is no 
point in my trying to disavow it. I would not have written this book 
if I did not believe that I had penetrated some of the secret places 
of Hitchcock’s art.

Charlie knows that her uncle secretly authored his own eulogy; 
she also knows that he arranged for the way she is fated to remem‑
ber him. When I say that my writing aspires to answer Hitchcock’s 
call for acknowledgment, I also mean that Hitchcock’s films call for 
writing such as this, even call it forth. If Hitchcock is secret author of 
his own obituary, my readings are equally projections of his author‑
ship; only they are authorized not by his words but by his silences. 
The Hitchcock who emerges in these readings could well have writ‑
ten them himself. Yet the Hitchcock for whom I speak, who calls 
forth my words, is also my creation. I am his character and he is 
mine; the boundary between my identity and his is unfathomable, 
like that between Norman Bates and “mother.” That the voice speak‑
ing for Hitchcock’s films here is also possessed by them is what is 
most Hitchcockian about the book.

My role, then, is a Hitchcockian one. In these readings, a struggle 
for authorship is waged; symbolically, it is a life‑and‑death struggle. 
Hence, it is a macabre twist that Hitchcock died just as I finished the 
last chapter, and that his death allowed me to write this postscript 
which closes out the project that has obsessed me for more years 
than I care to remember. If the writing of this book had taken place 
within a Hitchcock film, if Hitchcock and I lived in a world whose 
author was Hitchcock, it would be a perfect gesture for him to die to 
allow the book to be completed, the way Handel Fane died to allow 
the ending of “The Inner History of the Baring Case” to be written. 
It would be equally perfect, equally macabre, and equally Hitchcock‑
ian for him to be sacrificed like Mrs. Bates, to sacrifice himself like 
Fane, Mr. Memory, or Uncle Charles, or to be murdered by me. The 
fantasy that my writing, possessed by Hitchcock’s films and claiming 
possession of them, has the power to kill is, again, Hitchcockian. It is 
akin to the fantasy that runs through Hitchcock’s work that his films 
are murderous. If I step forward to acknowledge Hitchcock, where 
that calls for discovering his life’s blood on every frame of his films 
(as I put it in the reading of Psycho), my gesture would not be fully 
Hitchcockian if it did not express the fantasy that his blood was also 
on my hands.

Hitchcock died without reading a word of this book. I sent him 
no part of it, although for some months several chapters were in 
virtually final form. It is not that I was afraid of his indifference or 
rejection; the authority of my claims, such as it is, does not rest on 
his words and cannot be taken away by them. What I most feared, 
I now believe, was that he would acknowledge my writing. I was 
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afraid for myself and for him. If Hitchcock’s authorship is a call for 

acknowledgment, it is equally an expression of dread, and avoidance, 

of acknowledgment. If it would be Hitchcockian for him to die to 
allow my book to be finished, it would be equally Hitchcock ian for 

him to die to assure that he would never actually have to read it.

Part of what such wild fantasies mean to me, as I reflect in sad‑
ness on the fact that Hitchcock will never be able to read my book, 

is that I was writing, without realizing it, not for Hitchcock but for his 

audience, which stands in need of instruction in viewing his films. 
And it is not to claim them for myself that I undertook to speak for 

Hitchcock’s films. It was to free these films from me, to free myself 

from them, to claim my writing for my own.
Film, in Hitchcock’s work, is the medium by which he made him‑

self known, or at least knowable—the bridge between himself and 

us. But it is also a barrier that stands between Hitchcock and us. 
It stands for everything that separates Hitchcock from his audience, 

and indeed for everything that separates any one human being from 

all others. By dedicating his life to the making of films that are calls 
for acknowledgment, while doing everything in his power to assure 

that such acknowledgment would be deferred until after his death, 

Hitchcock remained true to the medium of film, and true to the “art 
of pure cinema.” 



Notes

1. The Lodger

1. Opening a film with a hallucinatory fragment of a murder scene becomes 
one of Hitchcock’s characteristic strategies. He uses it, for example, in Murder!, 

Young and Innocent, Rope, and I Confess.

2. This passage anticipates the more elaborate quasi‑documentary open‑
ing of Blackmail, which details the operations of Scotland Yard. A major ele‑
ment of Hitchcock’s films of the 1930s is what I take to be a critique of the 
British documentary movement led by John Grierson. Films such as Drifters 
(1929). Song of Ceylon (1935), and Night Mail (1936) rhapsodized the mech‑
anisms and processes of society with the aim of furthering social progress. 
Hitchcock faults such documentaries, in effect, for failing to acknowledge the 
realm of the erotic and for missing the ironies and the poignancy of human 
existence, which must be lived in private as well as in public and is solitary 
as well as social. A Grierson‑style treatment of the production of the Evening 

Standard would celebrate the smoothly running machinery but ignore the 
way the newspaper’s stories really enter the lives of its readers. It would not 
even raise the question of who these readers are and what draws them to 
these stories. It certainly would not reflect on its own attraction, as a film, to 
the London audience.

3. James Naremore, Filmguide to Psycho (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1973), 62.

4. See the discussion of a series of shots of Cary Grant in profile in my 
“Alfred Hitchcock’s Notorious,” The Georgia Review 29 (Winter 1975): 901.

5. Such fences appear in film after film throughout Hitchcock’s career. I am 
tempted to say that this fence reappears, just as I am tempted to say that The 

Lodger’s staircase, and not just a staircase similar to it, reappears in Hitchcock 
film after Hitchcock film. Perhaps most notably, the spiked fence reappears 
in the climactic flashback of Spellbound, when Gregory Peck reclaims the 
traumatic memory of his brother horribly impaled on one of its spikes. That 
Spellbound’s fence and The Lodger’s fence are, visually, one and the same 
makes Peck’s reclaiming of his memory coincide with Hitchcock’s affirmation 
of the continuity of his own work, as if Spellbound acknowledges The Lodger 
as its past.

6. Maurice Yacowar, Hitchcock’s British Films (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 
1977).
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7. Hitchcock’s model for a film that undercuts the authority of its own end‑
ing is Murnau’s The Last Laugh. Perhaps the Hitchcock films whose endings 
most clearly echo that of The Lodger are Suspicion and The Wrong Man. But I 
am also reminded of his personal appearances at the end of each of his tele‑
vision shows, when he deliberately broke the story’s spell by informing us of 
the innocent’s reward, the guilty’s punishment, and the sponsor’s provenance.

2. Murder!

1. On these films I can warmly recommend Maurice Yacowar’s discussion 
in Hitchcock’s British Films (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1977), despite my 
disagreements with his overall understanding of Hitchcock’s work.

3. The 39 Steps

1. Cavell’s ideas about the significance of such comedies helped me to 
understand the Hitchcock thriller and its relation to other film genres. See 
Stanley Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness: The Hollywood Comedy of Remarriage 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981).

2. Maurice Yacowar reads Hannay’s stance as expressing bored indiffer‑
ence (Hitchcock’s British Films [Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1977], 184). Such 
a judgment is unfounded, however. Hannay has not, so far, expressed himself 
at all. We do not know what thoughts or feelings to read into his impassivity.

3. For a complementary discussion of Cary Grant’s screen persona, see 
Marian Keane, “The Design of Authorship,” Wide Angle 3, no. 4 (1980).

5. Psycho
1. For a detailed analysis of Notorious, see my “Alfred Hitchcock’s Notori-

ous,” The Georgia Review (Fall 1975).

2. André Bazin, What Is Cinema? (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1967), 50.

3. All available DVDs of Psycho convert the film, which was shot in 4:3 
format, into widescreen. Historically, there is some slight justification for this. 
Widescreen films were so fashionable at the time that it was not uncommon 
for projectionists to mask the top and bottom of the frame when they were 
showing Psycho. Some of the film’s original audiences saw the film, as viewers 
now have no choice but to see it, with the top and bottom missing from every 
shot. In the case of most of the shots in Psycho, this makes little or no mate‑
rial difference. In the case of this shot, though, what is no longer visible—the 
bar at the top of the frame—is absolutely crucial to Hitchcock’s conception. 
The 16mm print from which I took the images for the first edition of The 

Murderous Gaze was in the film’s original 4:3 format. For the present edition, 
I felt it necessary to take several images, including those representing this key 
shot, from a VHS copy rather than from a Blu‑ray disk. But even VHS versions 
don’t show everything that Hitchcock meant to be visible; they leave out about 
10 percent of the frame (the area close to the original borders). The frame 
enlargements I’ve included to represent this shot do not include everything 
Hitchcock meant to be seen. At least the bar is visible, though.
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4. In the currently available DVDs, which convert Psycho to widescreen 
from its original 4:3 format, so much of the top and bottom of the frame is cut 
off that the masking of our view, which is crucial to this sequence as Hitchcock 
designed and filmed it, is altogether lost. For this passage, I have again found 
it necessary to use a VHS copy as the source.

6. Marnie

1. This is a reprise of the device Hitchcock uses in Psycho when Norman 
and Marion first enter the motel.

2. In Spellbound, which in many ways is a study for Marnie, what triggers 
John Ballantine’s (Gregory Peck) episodes of dissociation is the sight of paral‑
lel lines. In all Hitchcock films, very much including Marnie, the //// motif 
is a recurring, symbolically charged stylistic feature. (Torn Curtain reprises 
Spellbound’s use of the //// motif, but with a twist: in the form of the Greek 
letter Π, it becomes the symbol of freedom, not entrapment.) Spellbound fore‑
grounds this motif and the enigma it stands for. Allegorically, the film’s nar‑
rative, which revolves around the project of Dr. Constance Petersen (Ingrid 
Bergman), John’s psychoanalyst who also falls in love with him, to solve the 
enigma of the ////, thus takes on a self‑reflective dimension. What Dr. Peters‑
en discovers to be the source of the signifier’s power is itself an image from 
Hitchcock’s cinematic past: visually, the spiked fence on which John, when 
he was a child, accidentally (or, perhaps, accidentally‑on‑purpose) impaled 
his brother is identical to the spiked fence on which the lodger is, as it were, 
crucified. In the guise of explaining away the mystery the //// invokes, Spell-

bound only returns us to it. With Marnie in mind, it is also worth noting that 
when at the end of Spellbound the villainous Leo G. Carroll character turns 
his gun on himself and blows out his brains, Hitchcock had frames of the 
release prints of Spellbound tinted red. In Hitchcock’s cinema, there are deep 
connections between his use of the color red and his use of the //// motif. 
And in ways it would be illuminating to explore in detail, Spellbound is the 
film in Hitchcock’s past most closely related to Marnie.

3. In the shooting script, there is at this point a second flashback, longer and 
more complicated than the first. No longer a child, Marnie is an “usherette” at 
a movie theater from which she contrives to steal from the manager’s safe. I do 
not understand why Allen and/or Hitchcock ever thought that this scene, whose 
source is in the novel, would add something important to the film.

4. Mark is thus in explicit contrast to Mitch in The Birds. We come to appre‑
ciate Mitch for his honorable efforts to juggle his career and his responsibili‑
ties toward his family, which require him to help raise his younger sister and 
minister to the emotional needs of a mother who sees him as a sorry substitute 
for her dead husband. But Mitch’s mother makes clear she doesn’t see her 
son as his father’s equal when she blurts out, “If only your father were here!” 
as the family braces for the birds’ attack. Mitch does his best to protect his 
mother and young sister—and Melanie. But his best isn’t good enough. He 
is asleep, exhausted by his labors, when a rustling awakens Melanie, and she 
makes the fateful decision to go up alone to the attic.
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 5. Mark’s words unmistakably echo Norman Bates’s description of what 
would become of his mother if he were ever to let her “fire go out.”

 6. This is a line used by the Cary Grant character in North by Northwest.

 7. Mark’s “You’re a smart girl” echoes Jeff (James Stewart), in Rear Win-

dow, when he sees that Lisa (Grace Kelly), has found Thorwald’s wife’s wed‑
ding ring, and says “Smart girl!” under his breath. This is the turning point in 
Rear Window, the moment Jeff knows he loves this woman—and is powerless 
to rescue her.

 8. This setting is eerily reminiscent of the stables at the old Mission in 
Vertigo, where Scottie and Madeleine kiss.

 9. In the shooting script, Mark goes on to observe that pazazz wasn’t a 
specialty of his mother. Marnie replies (“coolly”), “Your Mother, the Heiress?” 
“That’s right, cement and gravel. Chicago. Nice girl I’m told, but more in the 
line of barns than pazazz. Of course, I never really knew her. She died in a 
hunting accident when I was six weeks old. I was the only boy in my crowd 
whose mother was buried in her boots.” In the film, this and all the script’s 
other references to Mark’s mother are omitted.

10. This scene, too, is abbreviated from the version in the shooting script, 
where Mark responds that the Rutlands have never been especially social, but 
that they could have a go at it. “After all,” he adds in a line that takes up the 
theme of human beings inheriting their instincts from animals, “the one to 
whom we owe the most—that fish, the one that managed to find its way out 
of the water onto the land—let’s face it, the first social climber. . . .”

11. This is a change from the shooting script, which specifies that we hear 
but do not see the horse when the shot is fired.

12. In the script, the image doesn’t fade out at this point, as in the film. 
Rather, the camera eases back and Lil comes into the frame. The women’s 
eyes lock for a long moment before Lil says, “You’ve got to get home, Mar‑
nie.” Marnie replies—“as if Lil had made the most delightful suggestion”—
“Yes! I believe I will . . . go home.” She begins moving away, with Lil—and 
the camera—following. Marnie says (“pleasantly”), “Let me have your horse, 
Lil.” “Climb up with me. We have to take the gun back to Mrs. Turpin.” Marnie 
replies (“sweetly, reasonably”), “I don’t want to climb up with you.” Lil climbs 
down, “puzzled by Marnie’s peculiar behavior but anxious to help her.” She 
says “You must be ready to faint.” Saying, “Why? I feel fine,” Marnie “nimbly 
mounts Lil’s horse and starts to ride away, in the opposite direction of the 
Turpin house.” “Where are you going?” “I’m going home.” “What about me? 
What about the gun?” Marnie answers (“reasonably, pleasantly”), “Oh, you 
walk Lil. I’m going to keep the gun. I like it.” Marnie puts the horse into a trot 
as Lil “stands glued to the ground in stunned surprise.”

 This exchange answers a question viewers are unlikely to ask themselves 
while they are under the dark spell cast by the killing of Forio: How does 
Marnie get back to Wykwyn, where she shows up in the next sequence? (But 
then how does she get to Rutland & Co, in Philadelphia?) Why should this 
matter? What the film gains by omitting this exchange is that the sequence 
ends with the focus purely on Marnie, on the mystery of her “inner reality.” The 
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exchange offers no new insights about Lil; it only spoils the poetically apt exit 

the film gives her. Nor does it offer new insights about Marnie. It only muddies 

the waters, and in so doing, stirs up a red herring. Why does Marnie say she 

likes the gun? Why does she want to keep it? Is she thinking of using it? On 

whom? She tells Lil she is “going home.” “Home” can’t be Wykwyn. Nor can 

it be her mother’s house in Baltimore. The prospect of going to those places 

can hardly delight her. Her mother raised her as a Southern Baptist, for whom 

“going home” means dying. She has just killed the horse she loved. And she 

has tried to kill herself before—or at least gone through the motions. Is she 

thinking of using the gun on herself? That would be another red herring.

13. In An Eye for Hitchcock, Murray Pomerance observes that “the roman‑

tic viewer convinced her marriage will now bring an eternity of daylight” will 

hear Marnie’s “I’d rather stay with you” as a contraction of “I would rather 

stay with you.” Ever cognizant of the potential importance of what might seem 

insignificant details, he takes note of the fact that Mark says “Had you, love?” 

instead of “Would you, love?.” Given Mark’s mastery of the English language, 

he argues, Mark’s wording shows that he hears Marnie’s “I’d rather stay with 

you” as a contraction of “I had rather stay with you,” not of “I would rather 

stay with you,” and thus that he takes her to be “saying bluntly that previously 

it had been her desire to stay with him.” An Eye for Hitchcock, 163. In fact, 

however, “I had rather stay with you” is an instance—“I had best be going” 

is another—of a subjunctive construction, more common in Britain than in 

America, that dates back to Middle English. “I had rather stay with you” does 

not imply pastness; it means exactly the same thing as “I would rather stay 

with you.” Thus Mark’s wording provides no evidence for—or against, for that 

matter—Pomerance’s interpretation of the ending of Marnie, an interpreta‑

tion that emerges organically from his chapter’s subtle and complex argument 

about the film’s understanding of the American class system. His interpreta‑

tion is that because it is “now very evident indeed” that Mark is the one with 

the power to keep her out of jail, he is no longer the romantic figure he once 

was for her, but now “represents only the better of two alternatives, the other 

being quite unthinkable. He will bear her away from the past, to be sure, but 

he must wonder, does she truly desire to go anywhere with him?” Ibid.

Given his understanding of the film as a whole, it is logical for Pomerance 

to hear Mark’s “Had you, love?” as calling for a confirmation Marnie pointedly 

withholds, leaving him in doubt as to her true desire. To me, though, hearing 

the line that way is simply incompatible with the mood of the moment. I hear 

Mark not as asking a real question, but as acknowledging that Marnie has 

already given her answer—an answer she now wordlessly reaffirms, showing 

that she trusts him to understand what she is saying by her silence. I do not 

understand Marnie, as my good friend does, as “a very sad tale of unrequited 

love, a woman needing a man in spite of herself and a man happy to be at 

her side, regardless of the reason.” Ibid., 163. I do believe, as he does, that, as 

he elegantly puts it, “Marnie is the girl for Mark because he will never quite 

succeed in taming her”—except that, in my understanding, Mark’s real goal 

in marrying Marnie, whether or not he knew this about himself at the time, 

was to win her love, to help her free herself to love him as he loved her, not 

to “tame” her. Ibid., 169. And, happily, I do not believe that Mark’s love is 
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unrequited. There is sadness in Marnie, to be sure, but the film ends with an 
affirmation of hope. In my own way, to be sure, I am a romantic viewer (as 
Pomerance’s writings reveal him to be, in his own way). But I am not one 
convinced that Marnie’s marriage “will now bring an eternity of daylight.” For 
human beings, I believe, happiness is to be sought here on earth, where day 
is always followed by night, but where, in the words of the old bluegrass song, 
“the darkest hour is just before dawn.” (Emerson puts the point only slightly 
differently.)
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