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    Born into a privileged but unconventional family as the daughter of actor-manager Sir Gerald (1873-1934), du Maurier spent most of her early life in London tutored by governesses and surrounded by artists. She wanted to emulate her grandfather, a bestselling author, and published her first short story collection in 1929. Her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published in 1931 to critical acclaim. Her next two novels were not as well received, and she only achieved success again by working with publisher Victor Gollancz (1893-1967), with whom she published a biography of her father (1934), followed by Jamaica Inn and Rebecca. Her best-known works are famous for their focus on plot and atmosphere. In 1945, du Maurier moved to Cornwall with her children whilst her husband was at war, having accompanied him on tour for a number of years. She lived on an estate called Menabilly with which she had become obsessed. In 1952 and 1959 she produced the short story collections that catalogued her personal turmoil: she was unhappy with the reception of her works, struggling in her marriage, and believed that her imaginative gift was leaving her. Du Maurier was fascinated by the work of Carl Jung (Swiss psychoanalyst, 1875-1961) and believed that she had a supressed other self who was darker, more violent, and more masculine than the self she presented to the world outside of her writing. She died of heart failure in 1989, leaving behind an enduring legacy as someone who made great strides in securing recognition for female and cinematic writers.

  


  
    REBECCA


    THE ACCOUNT OF A YOUNG BRIDE HAUNTED BY THE MEMORY OF HER HUSBAND’S FIRST WIFE
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    Rebecca was Daphne du Maurier’s fifth novel, following close on the heels of the publication of Jamaica Inn (1936), her most successful book to date at that time. She wrote the majority of the novel whilst with her husband in Egypt, where he was stationed as a military officer, homesick for England and pregnant with her second daughter. Du Maurier did not think the book would be particularly successful, as some of her previous novels had come under fire for the inclusion of father-daughter incest and she was concerned her latest work would be considered too gloomy. Yet, to her surprise, the work achieved unprecedented sales, going through 28 print runs in its first four years of publication in the UK and selling one million copies by 1997. The novel went from bestseller to cult classic, aided by the release of Hitchcock’s 1940 film, and the novel is now regarded as a key work of 20th-century fiction: it has still never gone out of print in the United Kingdom since its release over 80 years ago.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LOOKING BACK: BEFORE MANDERLEY


    The novel opens with the unnamed narrator dreaming of her return to Manderley, a stately home which has gone to ruin. She wakes in a foreign hotel room to the realisation that Manderley is truly “no more” (p.4), and describes the quiet, unexciting life that she passes there.


    She remembers meeting Maxim de Winter, a widower, at a hotel in Monte Carlo where she stayed with Mrs Van Hopper, a woman who paid her to be her companion. When Mrs Van Hopper falls ill she is free to spend her days with de Winter, with whom she shares an immediate connection, but she is uncertain about the role Manderley and Maxim’s former wife Rebecca – whom she is told recently drowned – play in his past. Maxim is clearly haunted, claiming he wants to forget “every phase” (p.42) of his former life. When Mrs Van Hopper decides that she will move on to New York and bring her companion with her, she seeks out Maxim. He says that she can choose to remain with him if she likes, as his wife. She accepts, but Mrs Van Hopper warns her that Maxim does not love her; he is simply unbearably lonely at Manderley.


    THE NEW BRIDE COMES TO MANDERLEY


    The couple travel to Manderley, having spent their honeymoon in Europe. The staff of the house are gathered there to meet them, overseen by the frightening housekeeper Mrs Danvers. The new bride struggles to get used to this unfamiliar way of life, feeling that the rituals and the objects of the house belong not to her, but to Rebecca. Maxim’s sister Beatrice confides when she meets her: “you are so very different from Rebecca” (p.118). After the visit, she and Maxim go walking in the grounds and she discovers a little cottage by the cove and a local man, who seems to have a mental disability, who asks about another woman who used to come to the cottage. Maxim is angry that his new wife has gone into the cove and refuses to follow her.


    The new Mrs de Winter feels the increasing pressure of Rebecca’s presence, finding possessions she has left in the house and hearing her praised by the neighbours she must visit. Upon her return from one such visit, she asks Maxim’s agent, Frank Crawley, a torrent of questions about Rebecca, finding out that her body was found two months after her death and identified by Maxim. She confesses her feelings of inferiority, but Frank assures her that she has qualities just as valuable as those Rebecca possessed, even if Rebecca was unbelievably beautiful. She and Maxim argue when she breaks an ornament and hides it, and she is convinced that he is comparing her to Rebecca.


    One day, when Maxim is absent, she returns to the cove and the local man, Ben, reveals that a woman has cruelly threatened him with the asylum for watching her. Back at the house, Mrs Danvers has a secret visitor: Rebecca’s cousin Jack Favell. The new Mrs de Winter goes upstairs to the room they were in and finds that Mrs Danvers has arranged all of Rebecca’s things in the room as if she were still alive. Mrs Danvers herself then appears, inviting her to touch Rebecca’s things and frightening her by asking if she thinks Rebecca is watching them now.


    She is distracted from her horror when Beatrice, Maxim’s sister, takes her for a visit to meet their grandmother, which ends with the old woman becoming agitated and demanding to know where her beloved Rebecca has gone.


    THE MANDERLEY BALL


    Visitors persuade the newly married couple to hold a fancy-dress ball at Manderley, as was the custom before Rebecca’s death. The new Mrs de Winter, determined not to be seen as a child any longer, says that she will select a costume to surprise them all. Mrs Danvers recommends a portrait from which to choose her costume. When the night arrives, and Mrs de Winter appears in the outfit, proud and happy, Maxim is furious: she has unwittingly worn the costume Rebecca herself wore to the last ball at Manderley before her death. She flees, with Mrs Danvers watching her like an “exulting devil” (p.240). The night passes in agony for Maxim and his new bride.


    When she wakes the next morning, Maxim has not come to bed and she must face the realisation that her marriage is failing. When she notices Mrs Danvers watching her from a window she decides to confront her. Mrs Danvers has been crying and tells her about the cruel, selfish life Rebecca led since childhood: fighting and whipping her horses until they bled. Mrs Danvers tells the new Mrs de Winter that it is her that is “the ghost” (p.275) and that she should jump from the window into the fog since no-one wants or loves her. Mrs de Winter approaches the window but is distracted when rockets sound, signalling that a ship is in distress.


    THE DISCOVERY


    Maxim has gone to help with the wreck and his new wife follows him. Later that afternoon the sea captain visits her, looking for Maxim, and explains that the diver has discovered the ship which previously belonged to Rebecca, with a body inside the cabin.


    After the sea captain leaves, Maxim declares their happiness is over since he has been discovered. He confessed that he killed Rebecca, shooting her in the cottage on the cove when she threatened to make another man’s child the heir to Manderley. He explains that he hated Rebecca since the days of their honeymoon when she struck a bargain with him, telling him about terrible things she had done but vowing to play the part of the perfect wife if she was allowed to continue. It was Maxim who sank Rebecca’s ship with her body inside and now, fearing discovery, he tells his new bride for the first time that he loves her. Mrs de Winter, overcome with relief that Maxim never loved Rebecca, remains devoted to him despite his crime.


    At the inquest the next day (having identified Rebecca’s body that morning) Tabb, the boat-builder, reveals shocking new evidence: that he has inspected the boat and found the holes that prove it was sunk intentionally. Mrs de Winter faints and is taken home. She worries that Maxim will be discovered and taken away, but he eventually returns home and says that the death was ruled a suicide. He goes out once again to Rebecca’s burial.


    Jack Favell arrives, drunk, and insists on seeing Mrs de Winter. He refuses to believe Rebecca committed suicide since she sent him a note asking him to meet her on the night of her death. Favell threatens to reveal this new evidence unless Maxim pays him off. Maxim refuses and calls the magistrate. Favell gives his evidence, stating that he and Rebecca were lovers, and asks for Mrs Danvers and Ben, who is terrified and claims he has never seen him before, to be called as witnesses. Mrs Danvers scorns Jack, saying Rebecca never loved him but laughed at him just like she did her other lovers. The magistrate, having become suspicious of Maxim’s temper, asks to see Rebecca’s appointment diary. It turns out that she had a secret appointment that day with a Dr Baker and they resolve to go and visit him the next day. Maxim is kept under lock and key that night with his wife and they are convinced they will be parted when the doctor reveals a motive for the murder: that Rebecca was pregnant with another man’s child.


    In London, Dr Baker says that he saw Rebecca under a false name on the day of her death and told her that she was terminally ill: it would only have been a few months before she would have to be heavily sedated. The magistrate is satisfied with this motive for her suicide, advising Maxim and his new wife to take a holiday whilst the rumours settle down. Maxim becomes uneasy when he hears that Mrs Danvers has disappeared from Manderley, and insists on driving back that night, whilst beside him Mrs de Winter dreams that Manderley is in ruins. They are confused by a glow of red on the horizon, which is in the wrong direction for the dawn, until Maxim realises that it is Manderley ablaze. The novel ends abruptly.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    REBECCA


    The titular and arguably principal character, even though she is already dead when the novel begins, Rebecca has a power that du Maurier recognises by naming the novel after her, and which continues to captivate and trouble readers. It goes without saying that Rebecca is a difficult character to understand since all the information we receive about her is filtered through the perceptions of other characters and the narrator. Our first snapshot of Rebecca comes through Mrs Van Hopper, who says she was “very lovely […] brilliant in every way” (p.46), a conception echoed by the neighbours who praise her as “so clever […] so full of life […] very gifted” (p.139), and ultimately confirmed by the insecurities of the narrator, who bemoans her lack of the “confidence, grace, beauty, intelligence, wit” (p.147) that Rebecca possessed. Learning about Rebecca through hearsay ensures that the reader becomes fascinated with her, just as the new Mrs de Winter does, interested by the details of her tall, slim build, dark hair and pale skin. Even Frank Crawley confirms that Rebecca was the “most beautiful creature” (p.151). The irony of Rebecca’s character lies in the fact that her strongest gift lay in “being attractive to people” (p.210), but that this attraction was based on a sham of perfect womanhood at odds with her real behaviour: promiscuity, deception, fights and cruelty. Her crimes are so awful Max claims he cannot ever repeat them. Ben seems to have seen through her disguise, saying that she “gave you the
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