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The Story

Hiding behind a series of false identities, Marnie Edgar has been robbing Northern business establishments and repeatedly taking flight. She pays a visit to her mother in Baltimore, then secures a job at Rutland’s, a Philadelphia publisher, where the scion of the family, Mark, falls in love with her. He entertains her at the races, brings her home to meet Dad. When she pilfers the company safe, he trails and catches her, angry and exasperated, then offers the choice of himself or the police. They marry. But on the honeymoon voyage Marnie is unable to consummate the union, confessing that she cannot bear to be touched by men. Back home at his family estate, after a gruelling fox hunt in which she misses a jump on her beloved horse and must destroy him, Marnie is completely withdrawn, hopeless, lost. Mark takes her to her mother’s house where in a flashback remembrance, during a thunderstorm, she reconstructs a long-buried moment of horror and agony from her childhood. Released finally from the bonds of blocked memory, Marnie goes off with Mark toward a more open future.


1 Fugue

Marnie Edgar is on the run. Our first glimpse finds her already in motion, striding confidently away from the camera on an empty railway platform, modernity apotheosised, her body fitted snugly into tweeds, her styled hair black as coal. Beneath her arm is a fat purse, a labial pouch in Provocation Yellow. We glide behind (the purse gripping our gaze), she stops to wait, and the scene fades. Soon later,1 two suitcases are open on a nondescript hotel bed, the silks of a soiled identity tossed into one, a crisp new masquerade folded into the other. A sheaf of ID cards hides behind the mirror of her compact. In the bathroom, a head plunged into the sink … that black industrial identity rinsed down the drain … and arising into camera view, brilliantly doubled in the mirror, the platinum hair of –

Our girl, eyes bright with triumph, complexion alabastrine. She has escaped, whatever the trap: in this case the bloated, piggy face of Strutt (Martin Gabel), grunting everlasting possession – ‘Robbed!’ – insatiable jealousy, resentment, malicious hunger for revenge.

In the explosion of that proud, beautiful face inside the wet ring of sparkling hair, we already loved her.

In dreams awake

Alfred Hitchcock proclaimed the chase ‘the final expression of the motion picture medium’, adding that its tempo and complexity were ‘an accurate reflection of the intensity of the relations between the characters’ (pp. 125, 129). Arriving in Philadelphia,2Marnie (‘Tippi’ Hedren) neatly deposits her old suitcase into a 30th St Station locker, the key into a heating grate on the floor.3 At Rutland & Co., under the pseudonym ‘Mary Taylor’, she applies earnestly for a job. The young boss, Mark (Sean Connery), is watching with interest; he gives the nod. Training with ever diligent Susan Clabon (Mariette Hartley4), then calmly scouting the premises of the office manager Ward (S. John Launer5) – in order that Marnie would stand out in it, specific instruction was given that Ward’s office should be painted a pale colour (Robertson to Boyle) – she makes plans to fleece her new employer. A habitual thief (and, as she presents herself here, widow), and trailing a chain of previous robberies and sloughed identities wherever she goes, Marnie springs directly from Winston Graham’s 1971 novel, which had been agented to Hitchcock’s assistant Peggy Robertson (Hall, Robertson: p. 231). Hitchcock’s practice was to treat popular fiction as Marnie treats employment, extract the principal treasure without obligation – to the author’s style, overall theme, or plot.6 If ever he had a female alter ego (as implied by Maxwell Coplan’s strange photograph in François Truffaut’s important interview book [p. 321]) Marnie is her epitome.
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Our girl, free



In the washroom late one afternoon, she secretes herself in a stall until all the other employees have gone home (on Hitchcock’s obsession about toilets, see Spoto: p. 415 and note). Then, ‘borrowing’ the safe combination from its hiding place inside Susan’s desk (forgetful Ward must consult it several times a day), she nabs the company funds and tiptoes off, past the cleaner (Edith Evanson), who would hear Marnie’s shoe drop if she weren’t deaf. Flight is the theme: from her recent past; from her complicating job at Rutland’s; from the fact of her thievery (she proclaims herself an innocent); and then, upon her beloved stallion Forio, from every binding divot of turf which might position her in a fully drawn present. Only in the finale (which I will address at the finale of this book) do we learn how all of Marnie’s flights compose a single whirlwind escape – from a long-lost yesterday. In film, every moment is a flight from the moments before.
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Stalled; on tiptoe



Unreal

Stalwart, sleek, and gleamy black, Forio is the one constant and true repository of love in Marnie’s life. She would fain visit her mother in Baltimore, but first a digression to Garrod’s farm for a ride on Forio.7 When Marnie is upon him a different kind of flight is involved, something more akin to the fugue states discussed in psychoanalytic theory, where locomotion is linked to neurosis. We have two senses of Marnie’s fall from reality: her tight interconnection with, and cherishing of, Forio, thus divorce from the walkaday world through postural elevation and dependence upon the organic motion of another being (sex can, yet need not, be implied); and her race into the future at a speed no human body can achieve on its own. Because of the way Hitchcock shows her, she is separated, withdrawn into a private world split psychologically and cinematically from everyday space and time. Effects were not needed to cover Hedren: she could ride well – the shot of her trotting toward the camera on Forio, and discovering the stoically angry figure of Mark, is made without a stand-in, in one fluid take ending on a close-up of ‘Tippi’ in the saddle. Yet most of the horseback shots were done in studio against a rear-projected background, thus depositing a strange dislocation and oneiricism in which Marnie floats, even flies, with the green world dropping away as in another dimension. More daydream than reality, these shots are invested with considerable affect and bear ‘traces of both the occasion which engendered [them] and of some past memory’ (Freud: pp. 45, 48). In the close-ups, a beatific remove is etched on her features as she bathes in an eery light.
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Dislocation and oneiricism



While the argument could be made (by anyone unfamiliar with the technicalities of rear-projection filming) that Hitchcock is an unprofessional failure here – even his assistant thought ‘it didn’t look good’ (Hall, Robertson: p. 284) – we should recall his attraction to process work and cinematographer Robert Burks’s origins in special effects. Hitchcock knew how to get what he wanted, and how to vary the rear-projection effect. Later in the film, for instance, we see rear projections that are entirely imperceptible as such (for example, at the racetrack). Hitchcock intended Marnie’s riding sequences to appear precisely as they
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