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novellikokoelmassa Don’t Look Now. Kokoelma on julkaistu ensimmäisen kerran vuonna 1971, ja se 
sisältää viisi novellia. Novelleja on luonnehdittu jännitysnovelleiksi, mutta niiden genren määrittely ei 
ole täysin mutkatonta.  
 
Jännitettä on kirjallisuudentutkimuksen piirissä tarkasteltu suhteellisen vähän. Tutkielman tärkeimpänä 
teoreettisena taustana toimii Peter Vordererin, Hans J. Wulffin ja Mike Friedrichsenin toimittama 
antologia Suspense: Conceptualizations, Theoretical Analyses, and Empirical Explorations. Antologia 
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1. Introduction  

In 1938 Daphne du Maurier writes to her editor concerning the novel she has just finished, 

Rebecca: ‘here is the book … I’ve tried to get an atmosphere of suspense … the ending is a bit brief and 

a bit grim’ (quoted in M. Forster 135). Her words show that du Maurier has made a conscious effort to 

make her fiction suspenseful; suspense is something she is aware of and she has taken deliberate steps 

to ensure her readers’ will experience it. Although suspense is first and foremost a feeling experienced 

by readers, authors can determine to certain extent whether or not readers will experience it. It is not 

a coincidence that some works of fiction tend to give a more acute sense of suspense while others 

could not as easily be described as suspenseful. That is, there must be something in the text itself that 

creates suspense. 

Although suspense is often associated with popular genres such as thrillers and detective 

fiction, it is in no way absent or irrelevant in so-called high-brow literature. In fact, it seems to be one 

of the aspects that make literature worth reading. As Meir Sternberg explains: 

[C]uriosity and suspense – with the variety of forms they may assume or objects to which they may 
adhere (action, psychology, structure, etc.) – are not only perfectly legitimate literary interests; 
they constitute besides perhaps the most powerful propulsive forces a storyteller can rely on. By 
playing on them, he can, therefore, secure the reader’s attention and thus ensure the realisation 
of his other aims as well. (Expositional Modes 49) 

 

In other words, suspense is used to attract and maintain readers’ interest in the story. Authors lure 

readers into reading their fiction by making it suspenseful. But how can authors ensure that their 

readers feel suspense? This is the question my thesis tries to answer. The thesis aims to identify the 

factors that contribute to the sense of suspense in Daphne du Maurier’s collection of short stories 

titled Don’t Look Now (also known as Not After Midnight) first published in 1971. Next the key aims 

and methods of the thesis are introduced.  

 

1.1. Aims and methods 

My thesis has two key aims, and its primary aim is theoretical. The academic study of 

suspense has not so far been extensive. As an example, Routledge Encyclopaedia’s article on the 

subject (Pyrhönen, ‘Suspense’ 579–580) lists only a few sources, most of which belong to a single 

monograph, namely Peter Vorderer, Hans Wulff and Mike Friedrichsen’s (eds.) Suspense: 

Conceptualisations, Theoretical Analyses, and Empirical Explorations. Aside from this monograph, 

scholarly studies concentrating primarily on suspense are hard to come by. Moreover, the scope of 

suspense studies has been somewhat narrow. Possibly due to the common association between 
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suspense and generic fiction, the theory of suspense has mostly concentrated on popular genre fiction 

and other popular forms of culture outside literature, namely films and television.  

This thesis utilises the existing theory surrounding suspense while also trying to enrich 

and enlarge the area of suspense studies. Through the exploration of suspense in works by one author, 

I hope to contribute to the study of suspense as a literary effect and a narrative technique. By bringing 

together different views on suspense and by linking suspense to exposition, I aim to give an elaborate 

view of suspense as it is actualised in genuine narratives as opposed to suspense as a mere abstraction. 

The aim is to examine which aspects of a literary work contribute to the feeling of suspense and how 

those might be manipulated by the author in order to create the desired effect on readers. The major 

aspects discussed are narration and focalisation, narrative order, characterisation and the 

manipulation of readers’ expectations using, for example, genres and suspense-loaded thematic 

elements. The theory of exposition plays a crucial role in the examination of both characterisation and 

narrative ordering. The theoretical concepts and major scholarly influences are introduced in chapter 

2 of the thesis. 

The secondary aim of the thesis is to bring into focus an author that so far has not 

received, in my opinion, enough scholarly consideration and whose works have not yet been 

thoroughly studied. For a long time, Daphne du Maurier was considered a popular writer whose work 

was not worthy of scholarly attention. Thanks to postmodernism and the rise of popular fiction in 

literary studies, attitudes have changed, and she is nowadays more highly respected. For example, 

Thomas Wissen calls her ‘one of the most celebrated popular fiction writers of her time’ (772) and ‘the 

first lady of gothic romance’ (772). Moreover, many of du Maurier’s works (Rebecca, Jamaica Inn, 

Cousin Rachel) have acquired substantial popularity and been adapted to television and film. The most 

famous adaptation is Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963) that is based on the eponymous short story 

by du Maurier. Particularly her novel Rebecca is revered as a classic work of fiction, as showcased by 

its ranking number 14 on the BBC Big Read list of UK’s best-loved books in 2003 (‘The Big Read Top 

100’). This thesis focuses on one of the lesser known (and less studied) books by du Maurier, her 

collection of short stories called Don’t Look Now. However, since this thesis has as its primary aim to 

study narrative techniques related to suspense, too much emphasis is not given to du Maurier as an 

author. Still, because of her relative anonymity in scholarly circles, I feel that it would be reasonable to 

provide a short introduction of du Maurier. Thus, the next section is dedicated to introducing du 

Maurier as well as the short stories that are the subject of this thesis. 
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1.2. Daphne du Maurier and Don’t Look Now 

Dame Daphne du Maurier (1907–1989) was the daughter of the famous actor Gerald du 

Maurier and his wife Muriel (née Beaumont) and the granddaughter of the painter/novelist George du 

Maurier (the author of Trilby, 1894) (Wissen 772). She was born in London and spent her childhood in 

privileged circumstances surrounded by some of the celebrities of the time. Like her sisters, she was 

taught by a governess and attended private schools both in Britain and in France. In 1932 she married 

Major Frederick A. M. Browning with whom she subsequently had three children. In 1943 Daphne du 

Maurier moved permanently to Cornwall where she would find inspiration to many of her stories. She 

died in Cornwall in 1989 (Wissen 773). 

Even though she has been deemed a writer of gothic romance, du Maurier was a versatile 

writer: alongside her most famous gothic romance, Rebecca, she wrote, for instance, a multitude of 

other novels in that and other genres and several collections of short stories as well as biographies of 

her father and grandfather. As a skilful author, du Maurier manages to unite an enjoyable plot with an 

accomplished style, which is what has made her such a popular writer (Wissen 773). She also offers 

psychological insights into her characters, develops believable characters and explores human 

conflicts.  

The short-story collection Don’t Look Now contains five long short stories: ‘Don’t Look 

Now’, ‘Not After Midnight’, ‘A Border-Line Case’, ‘The Way of the Cross’ and ‘The Breakthrough’. The 

collection was first published in the UK in 1971 under the title Not After Midnight, and other stories. 

The republication of 1973 was under the title Don’t Look Now, and other stories, while the Penguin 

2016 edition uses the shorter version Don’t Look Now as its official title. The summary of the plot of 

each short story is presented next. The summaries are organised in the same order the respective 

stories appear in the collection.1 

 

‘Don’t Look Now’  

 In ‘Don’t Look Now’ Laura and John, a couple who has recently lost their daughter 

Christine, is on holiday in Italy. They meet an old pair of twin sisters, one of whom is blind and a psychic. 

The psychic sister has a vision of Christine watching over her parents.  Having an evening walk around 

 

 

1 The edition of Don’t Look Now used in writing this thesis is Daphne du Maurier, Don’t Look Now. 1971. Penguin, 
2016. All the references, including page numbers, to Don’t Look Now are to this edition. 
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Venice, John and Laura get lost. They hear a terrible scream and John sees a little child that seems to 

be running away from somebody. Afterwards, they encounter the twin sisters again. The psychic sister 

claims to have got a message from Christine: Laura and John are in danger and they must leave Venice 

the next day. John is sceptic about the sisters while Laura believes that they are genuine and finds 

comfort in their visions of Christine.  

However, when they get back to the hotel, there is a message saying that their son Johnnie 

is seriously ill. Laura decides to get on a plane to England immediately, while John stays behind to drive 

their car to Milan and get it on a train. After Laura has left, John heads to fetch their car. On his way, 

he sees Laura and the twin sisters on a boat that is heading to Venice. John is confused and angry 

because he does not trust the twins and cannot understand why Laura is not on a plane but with them 

on a boat. John heads back to the hotel to see why Laura has come back, but Laura is not there. Neither 

has she contacted the hotel any way. John is perplexed and feels almost certain that the twins have 

kidnapped her wife. He tries to find the sisters and Laura but fails to do so. Therefore, he decides to 

contact the police about his missing wife and her possible kidnappers. While at the police station, he 

hears the news of a murderer being at loose in Venice. After getting back to their hotel, John puts a 

call through to England. He finds out that his son is going to recover and, what is more, that his wife is 

in England and has taken the flight as planned.  

Meanwhile, the police have found the twin sisters and interrogated them at the station. 

John goes there to apologise to the police and the sisters for all the trouble caused by his mistake. 

While John is escorting the sisters back to the hotel, he tells them what has happened. The psychic 

twin sister claims that what he saw on the boat was a vision of the future. When John is walking back 

to his hotel, John sees the scared little child again, but this time he also sees that she is chased by a 

man. John follows the child to a house in order to protect her. He bolts the door and turns around only 

to realise that it is not a child but a female dwarf. The dwarf takes a knife and cuts John’s throat while 

the police that have followed them are banging on the door.  

 

‘Not After Midnight’  

In the story ‘Not After Midnight’ the first-person narrator – a schoolmaster called Mr Grey 

– goes on a vacation on the island of Crete. He books a holiday through a travel agent and is planning 

to spend his Easter holiday in solitude painting a few landscape pictures. However, he soon finds out 

that the latest occupant of his chalet, Mr Gordon, has drowned just two weeks before his arrival.  
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Furthermore, Mr Grey meets the Stolls. They are a married couple staying at the same 

hotel that Mr Grey despises from the moment he meets them. Mr Stoll is an ill-mannered, loud 

drunkard and bully and his hard-of-hearing wife never seems to say a word to him. Mr Grey pities Mrs 

Stoll and decides to stay away from the badly behaving and intrusive husband. Nonetheless, Mr Grey 

accidentally finds out that the Stolls are secretly excavating a sunken ship and sneaking valuable 

treasures out of the country. He also realises that Mr Gordon had also discovered their secret. The 

Stolls try to bribe Mr Grey to remain silent by giving him one of their findings and then leave the hotel 

in a hurry.  

Thinking that the Stolls have already left the island, Mr Grey hires a boat and goes to the 

place where the Stolls have been doing underwater exploring with a Greek boatman. There he spots 

Mrs Stoll and the Greek heading away from the place. Finally, he sees the wreck and next to it a horrible 

sight: Mr Stoll tied underwater, evidently drowned by his wife and the Greek man. This leads to Mr 

Grey becoming an alcoholic and having to leave his profession as a schoolmaster after which he decides 

to write his story.  

 

‘A Border-Line Case’ 

The protagonist of ‘A Border-Line Case’ is a young stage actress called Shelagh. At the 

beginning of the story, Shelagh’s father dies of a heart attack: he wakes up and sees Shelagh in his 

room acting as Cesario from The Twelfth Night, cries out, stares Shelagh with a horrified expression 

and dies. Shelagh is perplexed; she does not understand what in herself might have caused her father 

such horror. Earlier that same afternoon, Shelagh and her father have gone through some old 

photographs and talked about Nick, her father’s old friend from the navy, with whom he has fallen out 

years ago. Her father describes Nick as ‘a border-line case’ and Nick’s mysterious character arouses 

Shelagh’s interest. Shelagh decides to pay a visit to Nick in Ireland, in order to find out more about him 

and reconcile him with his father’s memory. 

 In Ireland, Shelagh inquires after Nick. Her inquiries are not very well received. However, 

she learns that Nick lives as a recluse on an island in the middle of a lake, and she proceeds to 

investigate the lake late at night. Two men find her and force her into a boat that takes her to the 

island. On the island Shelagh meets Nick. She poses as a journalist who is writing an article about 

retired navy officers and asks Nick questions. Nick does not believe her story. Shelagh finds a faked 

wedding photograph of her mother and Nick in the house and suspects Nick’s mental health but also 

feels attracted to him. Nick and the men on the island seem to have a major secret. Shelagh is shown 

an archaeological site on the island and she believes that is the secret. However, Shelagh finally 
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uncovers that Nick and his comrades are rebels who wish to unite Ireland and organise bomb 

explosions on the Irish border. Shelagh is taken to see the explosions from afar. On the way to the 

border, Nick and Shelagh have sex, and Shelagh thinks she has fallen in love with Nick. However, Nick 

makes her return to England.   

 Nick has all the time been unaware of the fact that Shelagh is in fact a daughter of his 

old friend. Thus, he has told Shelagh about a night he spent with her mother. Back in London, Shelagh 

rehearses for the role of Viola/Cesario in a production of The Twelfth Night. At the opening night, she 

receives a letter from Nick. The letter includes a photograph Nick as a young man playing Cesario. He 

is the perfect likeness to Shelagh herself. At that moment, Shelagh realises that she is in fact Nick’s 

daughter and that this revelation in fact killed her father.  

  

‘The Way of the Cross’ 

‘The Way of the Cross’ is a story about a parson’s and eight parishioners’ unfortunate 

twenty-four-hour trip to Jerusalem. The parson is called Rev. Edward Babcock and he is substituting 

for another parson who was supposed to make the trip with his parishioners but has fallen ill. The eight 

parishioners are Lady Althea and Colonel Philip Mason and their precocious grandson Robin, the rich 

middle-aged couple Jim and Kate Foster, the newlywed couple on their honeymoon Jill and Bob Smith 

and the old spinster Miss Dean. 

 The story starts at the hotel the company is staying and having dinner. It happens to be 

the evening of Christ’s Last Supper and the company decides to go to the Garden of Gethsemane. 

However, it is dark and the path to the Garden is steep and narrow. The company gets separated and 

the feelings of more than one person are hurt during the expedition. Among other things, Colonel 

Mason and Miss Dean both hear other people talking about them in an unpleasant way and Jim Foster 

and Jill Smith are being unfaithful behind their spouses back. However, everyone gets back to the hotel 

safe and physically unharmed.  

 The next day they make an excursion to the old city of Jerusalem. Despite the plan to 

stay together, the company gets separated in the crowd. A series of unhappy incidents occur. First, 

Lady Althea’s front teeth break when she bites a piece of bread. She feels humiliated and loses all her 

dignity. She is, however, saved by her husband who takes her back to the bus. In the meantime, Miss 

Dean is tries to take some water out of the holy Pool of Bethesda, falls into the pool and nearly drowns. 

She is saved and taken to an ambulance. Meanwhile, the Reverend Babcock suffers from food-

poisoning and has consequently soiled his pants in the Church of Holy Sepulchre. Bob Foster has, in 
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turn, been accused of being a thief and has had to flee through the crowd. He sees policemen and 

thinks they are following him, starts panicking and feels a pain in his chest. His panic is relieved when 

he sees the ambulance of Miss Dean next to their bus. Finally, everyone else is back at the bus except 

for Robin who has gone missing. Luckily, Robin has just been enjoying himself seeing the sights of the 

city and arrives safely to the bus. The journey back to their cruise ship can begin. 

 

‘The Breakthrough’  

‘The Breakthrough’ is a science-fiction story narrated by a first-person narrator, Stephen 

Saunders. Saunders is an electronics engineer whose chief sends him to Saxmere, a government 

research facility, to work on a mysterious project. There, working on the project is John MacLean and 

his small team: Robbie, the doctor, Janus, the cook, and Ken, the guinea-pig as well as MacLean’s dog, 

Cerberus.   

Officially, the team is working on an experiment on supersonic explosions for military uses 

but MacLean is secretly running his own experiments with his machines Charon 1, 2 and 3. He is testing 

long-range transmission of high-pitch sound and using his dog as well as Janus’ mentally retarded 

daughter Niki as his guinea pigs. He is also using hypnosis to study Niki and Ken, who is terminally ill. 

MacLean’s interest lies in what he terms Force Six, the energy each human possesses and is released 

when dying. His ultimate goal is to capture Ken’s Force Six when he dies.  

Reluctant at first, Saunders becomes involved in the experiments. When Ken’s leukaemia 

gets worse, the final experiment is instigated. Under hypnosis, Niki and Ken form a special connection 

that enables Niki to interpret Ken’s thoughts, even though he is in coma. When Ken finally dies, 

MacLean and Saunders manage to capture his Force Six. However, Niki seems still to be able to 

communicate with Ken and pleads them to free Ken. MacLean and Saunders are horrified because this 

might prove that intelligence survives death. In the end, MacLean decides to disconnect his machines, 

thus freeing Ken’s Force Six. However, he swears he will try to prove the existence of Force Six until 

the day he dies.  

 

1.3. Outline of the thesis 

 The premise of the thesis is that there are three important prerequisites for suspense: 

readers’ anticipation/expectations, concern for characters and uncertainty. These prerequisites are 

closely connected to, even dependent on, readers’ reactions to the text. While unable to force readers 

to feel a certain way, authors and narrators have tools they can use to try to guide their reader’s 
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expectations, concern and uncertainty to the direction they desire. Each of the three analytical 

chapters of this thesis focuses on one of these prerequisites and how they are present in the five short 

stories in Don’t Look Now.   

The next chapter introduces the theoretical background. Starting from general discussion 

of story, narrative and reading processes, it moves on to examine existing theories on suspense. Finally, 

the theory of exposition is presented. After the theoretical background, three analytical chapters 

follow. Chapter 3 focuses on how readers expectations are guided and how anticipation is initiated. 

The central literary conventions and techniques discussed in this chapter include genre, paratexts, 

cataphoric elements, narrativisation of objects and settings, danger situations and troubled problem-

solving. Chapter 4, in turn, examines the role of characterisation in creating suspense, the premise 

being that readers must have concern for characters in order to feel suspense. Both direct and indirect 

methods of characterisation are discussed. Chapter 5 concentrates on the role of uncertainty and 

narrative organisation in suspense. The chapter starts with exploration of narration and focalisation 

before moving on to matters of temporal ordering. Each of the three analytical chapters ends with 

brief concluding remarks. The sixth and the last chapter of the thesis finishes the discussion of suspense 

and Don’t Look Now by summarizing the major findings and drawing conclusions based on the analysis 

presented. 
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2. Theoretical background 

In this chapter the theoretical background is presented. The key theoretical concepts and 

scholarship are introduced. First, the differences between story and narrative as well as fabula and 

sujet are discussed alongside with the nature of reading process in 2.1. Then, the major theoretical 

works in the field of suspense studies are presented in some detail in 2.2. Finally, the theory of 

exposition on which much of this thesis draws on is outlined in 2.3.  

 

2.1. Story, narrative and reading process 

Russian formalists adopted the terms fabula and sujet in order to describe the difference 

between the raw material of a story and its factual presentation in the text. Meir Sternberg defines 

the term fabula as ‘the chronological or chronological-causal sequence into which the reader, 

progressively and retrospectively, reassembles [the story’s] motifs’ (Expositional Modes 8), whereas 

‘sujet involves what happens in the order, angle and patterns of presentation actually encountered by 

the reader’ (Expositional Modes 9), that is, the published text. In other words, the fabula is the raw 

material of the story organised in the chronological order, while sujet is the form created by the author 

who rearranges and rephrases the material in the fabula. When reading a text – such as a novel – 

readers come in touch with the sujet and in their minds reconstruct a corresponding fabula in order to 

make sense of the story. 

E. M. Forster makes a similar distinction between the terms story and plot (60). To him, a 

story is ‘a narrative of events arranged in their time-sequence’ (60), whereas a plot’s emphasis is on 

causality. A plot might reserve the time-sequence of the story, but causality takes precedence. 

Sternberg’s view is that Forster’s terms story and plot are essentially different from the terms used by 

the Russian formalists (Expositional Modes 10). Both terms are linked to fabula, but while story 

presents the chronological sequence of motifs, plot concerns the causal relationship between the 

incidents presented in the sujet and reconstituted by the reader in story or fabula (Expositional Modes 

10–13).  

Gérard Genette calls his corresponding terms story and narrative; his story corresponds 

the concept of fabula while narrative is a near-equivalent to sujet (Narrative Discourse 27). In addition, 

Genette has a third term, narrating, which refers to the producing narrative action. According to 

Genette, ‘analysis of narrative fiction [is] a study of the relationships between narrative and story, 

between narrative and narrating, and … between story and narrating’ (Narrative Discourse 29). These 
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relationships Genette organises into three categories which form the basis for narratological analysis: 

tense, mood and voice (Narrative Discourse 31). Tense has to do with the temporal relations between 

narrative and story while mood deals with the modalities of narrative (that is, focalisation and point of 

view) and voice with the relationship between narrating and narrative or rather, the narration. 

Narrative temporality is divided into three aspects: order, duration and frequency 

(Genette, Narrative Discourse 35). The first one, order, is the comparison between the temporal order 

of events in the story and the succession of these same events in the narrative (Narrative Discourse 

35). By the study of duration, Genette refers to the analysis of temporal aspect of narrative that takes 

into account the duration of an event in the story and the relative duration of corresponding event in 

the narrative: the narrative can either speed up or slow down the duration of an event (Narrative 

Discourse 86–88). Frequency, in turn, refers to the relations of repetition between the narrative and 

the story (Narrative Discourse 113).  

Genette also distinguishes between mood and voice (Narrative Discourse 186). This 

distinction is essentially between who tells the narrative (narrator) and who experiences or reflects it 

(focal character). Genette defines three types of focalisation: zero-focalisation, internal focalisation 

and external focalisation (Narrative Discourse 189–190). Zero-focalisation is virtually unrestricted 

point of view that gives the narrator limitless access to information that would not be accessible to 

any one character. To Genette, there are three types of internal focalisation: fixed, variable and 

multiple (Narrative Discourse 189–190). Narratives with fixed internal focalisation are told from the 

perspective of one character only, while variable focalisation shifts from one character to another and 

narratives with multiple focalisation tell the same event successively from multiple perspectives. 

External focalisation, in turn, is highly restricted: only the outside views, those that could be recorded 

with a camera, are accessible. 

Mieke Bal developed Genette’s theory on focalisation further. She criticises both zero-

focalisation and external focalisation in Genette’s model as being vague about who perceives what 

and how (quoted in Jahn 100–101). Therefore, she merges the two categories and labels the category 

thus born external focalisation. The focalisation is external because it is done by the narrator who is 

external to the story, while internal focalisation is carried out by a focaliser within the story, namely, a 

character.  

Because of narrative’s temporal nature, Meir Sternberg states that a ‘literary text is 

necessarily grasped in a continuum of time in that its verbal signs … are communicated not 

simultaneously but successively’ (Expositional Modes 70). While reading a text, readers do not have a 

grasp of the story in its entirety until they have finished reading it. This does not mean that readers do 
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not actively try to interpret the text and assign a meaning to it. Readers form expectations and make 

hypotheses at all stages of the reading process (Sternberg, Expositional Modes 70). These hypotheses 

are then modified, rejected and enforced based on later developments in the text. Texts often actively 

mislead readers to make hypotheses that later prove to be untenable (Sternberg, Expositional Modes 

71).  

James Phelan also sees narrative as something that moves through time (211). His term 

narrative progression ‘refers to a narrative as a dynamic event’ (211). His study of narrative progression 

focuses on narrative interest and how it is generated and maintained by authors. He employs the terms 

instability and tension to describe two phenomena that contribute to the audience’s interest in the 

story. Instabilities occur between the characters and within the story and are then developed and 

resolved through the action of the story, while tensions are established between authors/narrators 

and readers and occur at the level of the narrative. Tensions can be of value, belief, opinion, knowledge 

or expectation. According to Phelan, ‘all parts of narrative may have consequences for the progression, 

even if those consequences lie solely in their effect on the reader’s understanding of the instabilities, 

tensions, and resolution’ (212). If the narrative achieves completeness in the end, the tensions and 

instabilities are resolved within the narrative (Phelan 2014). Especially tensions and the postponing of 

their resolution have consequences to the suspense experienced by readers. 

 

2.2. Suspense 

Suspense plays a crucial role in selection and enjoyment of fiction. While Sternberg 

considers suspense one of the most powerful forces pulling us to literature (Expositional Modes 49), 

Peter Vorderer, Hans J. Wulff and Mike Friedrichsen argue in the preface to their volume Suspense: 

Conceptualisations, Theoretical Analyses, and Empirical Explorations that ‘suspense is a major criterion 

for both an audience’s selection and evaluation of entertaining media offerings’ (vii) and that ‘suspense 

is an activity of the audience … related to specific features and characteristics of the text’ (viii). What 

these features and characteristics might be in the case of Daphne du Maurier’s Don’t Look Now (1971) 

is the central question of this thesis. First, however, it is necessary to take a closer look on how scholars 

define and explain suspense.  

Heta Pyrhönen states in Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory that suspense is ‘an 

effect which results from our temporal-affective immersion in a narrative, describes our tension-filled 

desire to know its outcome’ (‘Suspense’ 578). That is, suspense uses anxious uncertainty and existence 
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of multiple possible outcomes to engage the readers’ emotions. According to Pyrhönen, ‘our interest 

in the fate of characters contributes to the experience of suspense’ (‘Suspense’ 578). 

Sternberg claims that suspense is one of the narrative’s three master interests alongside 

curiosity and surprise (‘Universals of Narrative I’ 327). He states that suspense arises from rival 

scenarios (ibid.). Sternberg states that for suspense to occur there must be an initiating event that has 

a potential to cause dramatic consequences to a character (‘Universals of Narrative II’ 518). According 

to Sternberg, the initiating event must be introduced early in the narrative, but its resolution is typically 

presented later (ibid.). By locating other discourse material (that is, other events in the story) between 

the initiating event and its resolution, suspense is built up and prolonged. Thus, the order of the 

narrative place crucial role in creating and maintaining suspense. 

Hans J. Wulff mainly discusses suspense in terms of films, but his theory can be applied to 

other types of narratives just as well. Wulff sees suspense as a result of anticipation (1). In his view, 

readers treat information given in a text as starting points for future developments and come up with 

scenarios of what is going to happen. What is going to happen in the story has several more or less 

probable possibilities. Readers anticipate such possibilities and the actions that the protagonist might 

take in these situations. This anticipation is what creates suspense. As Wulff puts it, suspense ‘results 

from the extrapolation of possible events from a given situation; it is the result, or concomitant, of the 

anticipating activity’ (16).  

The dramaturgy of suspense is Wulff’s term for the way a text provides material for the 

extrapolation of future developments (1). Wulff introduces three techniques that can be used to create 

suspense: cataphoric text elements, danger situations and narrativisation of objects (2–4, 7–15). 

Cataphoric text elements, or cataphora, are references to possible future developments of the plot, 

that have also been named pre-information and foreshadowing (or prolepsis) by other scholars (Wulff 

2). Cataphoric elements are a way of influencing readers’ expectations. They prompt readers to make 

certain kinds of assumptions of the future events in the story and thus increase anticipation and 

suspense (Wulff 2–3).  

Danger situations are brought into the text as possibilities that do not quite become 

actualised; they are ‘the “not yet” of a catastrophe or injury’ (Wulff 7). Wulff argues that a dangerous 

situation need not come about in order to create suspense (7). It is enough that the possible disaster 

is hinted at, so that readers can perceive what might have happened. An example given by Wulff is a 

scene where the protagonist is hanging from a cliff by a rope that is about to snap (7). Even if the rope 

does not snap and the protagonist can finally save themselves, the anticipation is there. According to 

Wulff, it might even be more suspenseful to leave a possible source of danger unknown to readers: if 
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readers only see the reaction of protagonist to the danger threatening them, the antagonist is left to 

be produced by readers’ imagination and becomes therefore uncontrollable (11). On the other hand, 

danger that is unknown to a protagonist but known to readers can also create a suspenseful reading 

experience. 

The narrativisation of objects starts with an assumption that no object present in the text 

is left neutral, that is, the principle of thematic relevance holds true. Any object that is introduced into 

the text presents a possible development and has therefore a role in creating suspense (Wulff 12). 

There are objects that prompt specific reactions in readers: a gun or a knife in the hands of a madman 

usually implies danger. However, the function of a certain object can be different in every story. A tie 

can, for instance, become an evidence that helps readers to make a hypothesis on who is the murderer 

(Wulff 13). The setting can also be narrativised. Alfred Hitchcock has said that ‘We use lakes for 

drownings and the Alps to have our characters fall into crevasses’ (quoted in Wulff 12). Thus, if a scene 

is located on a bridge above a turbulent river, this opens a range of possibilities for the development 

of the plot. The anticipation of these possibilities, in turn, contributes to a suspenseful reading 

experience. 

Richard J. Gerrig sees suspense as an activity that involves the author, the text and the 

reader (93). In his research, he has studied both professional authors’ as well as readers’ views on what 

makes a narrative suspenseful (94–100). Like Wulff, he emphasises the significance of the different 

possibilities for the development of the story. However, instead of anticipation, he sees uncertainty as 

one possible origin of suspense: readers perceive that there is a range of possible outcomes but are 

unable to say which of these will obtain (94). Gerrig states that ‘one reliable way to create suspense 

would be to increase readers’ feelings of uncertainty by modelling a course of troubled problem 

solving’ (95). This can be done by putting the protagonist in trouble and one by one eliminating the 

possible solutions. According to Gerrig, unsuccessful problem solving, and thus the elimination of one 

possible solution, gives readers a heightened experience of suspense (95). Thus, Gerrig links suspense 

to both uncertainty and the activity of problem solving.  

In his studies of readers’ views on suspense Gerrig has also created a taxonomy of 

suspense responses (98). The taxonomy includes what he terms classic suspense schemas and 

modelling a lack of knowledge. Classic suspense schemas are topics or situations that, when 

mentioned, trigger suspense in readers. According to Gerrig, these include doors, darkness or lurking 

danger, footsteps or danger from behind, potential physical harm, despair and fear (98). By the phrase 

modelling a lack of knowledge, he refers to situations in which uncertainty is involved (99). Either the 
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readers know something of which the character is not yet aware, or the character has some knowledge 

that the readers have not yet had access to.  

Gerrig’s view of suspense is based on the condition that readers are uncertain of the 

outcome of the story. Thus, it seems paradoxical that readers might experience suspense even when 

re-reading a story that they are familiar with. Gerrig terms this phenomenon anomalous suspense and 

tries to answer the question how it is possible to experience suspense even if the reader is in full 

knowledge of the ending of the story (100). The solution Gerrig offers is the cognitive quality of 

expectation of uniqueness (102). Since life is made of unique series of incidents, and no series of events 

is ever identical to another series, people do not need to actively try to find memories of literal 

repetitions of current situation in everyday life.  This cognitive quality is also in place when a person 

encounters a narrative: since a person is not used to recalling prior knowledge of the same incident, 

they need not forcibly try not to do so while engaging with a narrative.  

Like Gerrig, Noël Carroll claims that uncertainty is a prerequisite for suspense (72). 

According to Carroll, suspense is ‘an emotional response to narrative fictions’ and suspense can span 

across the whole narrative or it might be restricted to individual scenes within a narrative (74). Carroll 

also distinguishes between mystery and suspense. In his view, both emotions deal with uncertainty: in 

the case of mystery the uncertainty is directed to what has happened in the past whereas in the case 

of suspense, readers are uncertain about what will happen in the future (75). According to Carroll, 

there is also another fundamental difference between mystery and suspense: while mystery has an 

indefinite number of possible outcomes (that equals the number of suspects in a mystery story), 

suspenseful scenes have only two possible outcomes (75). This is also the crucial difference between 

Carroll and Gerrig. Both scholars emphasise uncertainty as a source for suspense, but in Gerrig’s case 

the uncertainty revolves around a range of possible outcomes, whereas Carroll allows only two 

alternative outcomes to exist. Aside from uncertainty, Carroll sees concern as a prerequisite for 

suspense (76–77). In order to experience suspense, readers must care about what happens and have 

a preference about the alternative outcomes.  Finally, Carroll has a third prerequisite for suspense. 

Aside from uncertainty and concern, probability also plays a role in creating suspense (81). For 

suspense to occur, the preferred outcome must be a possible but improbable, whereas the unwelcome 

outcome must be at least as probable as and usually much more probable than the preferred outcome.  

William F. Brewer’s view of suspense closely resembles that of Carroll’s. According to 

Brewer, a suspenseful narrative must have an initiating event that ‘has the potential to lead to a 

significant outcome (good or bad) for one of the main characters’ (113). The outcome can be either 

positive or negative to the character but must have a significance (115). Brewer also discusses the 
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likelihood of the outcomes and refers to similar kind of notions that Carroll has concerning the 

probability of an outcome. Brewer also claims that successful suspense stories must have a resolution, 

that is, it is necessary that readers’ suspense is relieved. Corresponding to Carroll’s view that suspense 

can be a quality of the entire work of fiction or individual episodes within that work, Brewer discusses 

‘mini suspense and resolution episodes’ within a narrative that can heighten the experience of 

suspense gained from the entire narrative (116). 

Like Carroll, Brewer states that in order to experience suspense, readers must care about 

what happens to the characters and discusses different ways that can make concern for characters 

possible (108–110). First, he mentions reader involvement. Readers become immersed in the narrative 

and its story world. According to Brewer, reader involvement requires a certain amount of details in 

the description of characters and events. (Here, exposition plays a crucial role. More on exposition and 

suspense in 2.2. and 2.3.)  Second, Brewer offers identification theories as a solution to the puzzle of 

concern. However, as Carroll does, he also dismisses this solution: he feels that because the affective 

state of readers and characters often differ, it is impossible to speak about identification. Brewer’s final 

proposition – sympathy theories – is the one he most strongly supports. According to him, ‘the reader 

feels emotions for fictional characters that are like those the reader would feel for nonfictional 

individuals in similar circumstances’ (109–110). This approach does not necessitate that the emotions 

of readers are exactly similar to those of the characters.  

Carroll, on the other hand, bases the concern for characters on morality (77). He claims 

that readers supposedly root for what they feel is morally right. In his view, characters play a central 

role in guiding readers when judging what is morally correct (Carroll 79). The determining of what is 

morally correct can be based not only on the character’s ethical intentions and actions but the virtues 

they possess and mere opposition of natural evil (Carroll 81). Also, the way characters treat supporting 

characters and those inferior to them is crucial in determining whether the character is morally good 

or bad: protagonists treat those around them with respect and kindness, whereas antagonists behave 

abusively towards their inferiors (Carroll 79). Like Brewer, Carroll is strongly opposed to the idea that 

identification with characters would be the decisive factor that makes readers care for what happens 

to the protagonists. According to him, the likelihood that potential audience would identify themselves 

with the protagonist is so small, that it cannot be the only aspect that makes readers emotionally 

invested in the fate of the characters.  

Both Carroll and Brewer have a somewhat limited view of what makes readers feel for 

characters. Carroll’s view is purely based on morality and Brewer simplifies the issue by saying that 

what one feels for characters is similar to what one would feel for real people. What Brewer seems to 
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forget is that one does not react in the same way to everybody. What is essential is how close one feels 

to the person involved. The more one knows about a person the closer one feels to them. Getting to 

know someone personally drastically increases the concern one has for their fate. Hence, I would argue 

that characterisation – and exposition in particular – affects how much one cares for a character and 

thus increases the suspense experienced. How to define and identify exposition is the topic of next 

sub-chapter (2.3.) and how exposition and characterisation are used to create suspense in Daphne du 

Maurier’s Don’t Look Now is discussed in chapter 4. 

 

2.3. Exposition 

Every fictional world we as readers encounter, every character we meet in fiction has their 

own peculiarities and history behind them. For any story to make sense to readers, they must be 

provided with certain amount of information on the world and the characters in the story. Such 

background information is called exposition. According to Meir Sternberg, the function of exposition is 

to familiarise the reader with the world of the story and give them the information necessary for 

understanding the story: in his influential volume on exposition, he states that readers ‘must usually 

be informed of the time and place of the action; of the nature of the fictive world peculiar to work or, 

in other words, of the canons of probability operating in it; of the history, appearance, traits and 

habitual behaviour of the dramatis personae; and of the relations between them’ (Expositional Modes 

1). 

Understanding exposition is easier when exposition is defined with the help of differences 

between fabula versus sujet and story versus plot. Exposition can be defined as the beginning of fabula 

(Sternberg, Expositional Modes 14). Since expositional material is background information, it must 

precede the incidents of the story in the chronology of the story/fabula and is therefore located at the 

beginning of the fabula. However, what is interesting about exposition is its location in the sujet.  

Traditionally, it has been claimed that expositional material is located at the very 

beginning of a fictional work (see e.g. Sternberg’s account of Gustav Freytag’s theory and its influence 

in Sternberg, Expositional Modes 5–7). Sternberg, however, argues that expositional material can be 

spread throughout the text (Expositional Modes 7–8). Sternberg names three distinct aspects relating 

to the way in which expositional material is communicated in a narrative: location, form and order of 

presentation (Expositional Modes 40). He uses the terms preliminary and delayed exposition to denote 

the two possible locations and orders of presentation, while the two forms are called concentrated 

and distributed exposition (Expositional Modes 35–36, 41). Preliminary exposition is located at the 

beginning of sujet as opposed to delayed exposition. In delayed exposition, some or all the material 
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situated in the beginning of the fabula is withheld from readers and the exposition is thus postponed 

until later on in the narrative. Concentrated exposition appears in the sujet as a concentrated block of 

information, while distributed exposition gives readers the information in small doses scattered 

around the sujet. 

The flexibility of exposition’s location allows authors to use exposition for their own 

purposes, such as creating in readers effects like suspense or surprise. This use of exposition to affect 

the reading experience is what Bo Pettersson terms expositional manipulation. In his study How 

Literary Worlds Are Shaped Pettersson discusses expositional manipulation as a form of unreliability 

(96–109). In his view, the manipulation can be rhetorical or structural and it ‘suggests a view of a 

character or the action that is later shown to be untenable’ (97). Authors can utilise this kind of 

misleading of the reader in, for instance, detective stories in which the identity of the murderer 

remains unknown to readers until the end of story in order to create a surprise effect. Pettersson 

discusses a multitude of different patterns of expositional manipulation, some of which he sees might 

be work-specific (98). The main point, however, is that authors can use different patterns of exposition 

on a continuum of reliability to bring about different effects in readers. By delaying and omitting 

revelations of crucial facts, authors mislead and baffle their readers. The use of different expositional 

patterns and their effect on suspense is further discussed in chapter 5. 
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3. Suspense and guiding readers’ expectations  

Readers tend constantly to form expectations and make hypotheses while reading a text 

(Sternberg, Expositional Modes 70; for more detail, see 2.1.). This tendency makes possible the 

phenomenon that Wulff calls anticipation (1). Readers use the information provided by the text to 

make inferences about what is going to happen; they anticipate future developments by making 

hypotheses and forming expectations. Suspense is the result of this anticipatory activity (Wulff 1, 16). 

Authors and narrators, in turn, have at their disposal several tools and techniques they can use to guide 

readers’ expectations so that readers would start anticipating and thus experience suspense. 

This chapter examines some of the most important elements used to manipulate readers’ 

expectations. The first sub-chapter (3.1.) discusses genre and paratexts, while the following two sub-

chapters focus on text-internal elements: 3.2. takes up cataphoric elements and narrativisation of 

objects, whereas 3.3. analyses danger situations and troubled problem-solving in du Maurier’s 

collection Don’t Look Now.  

 

3.1. Genre and paratexts 

The notion of genre is an important tool that readers use to make sense of literature. 

Genre means ‘grouping texts together on the basis of certain shared features’ (Pyrhönen, ‘Genre’ 109). 

The concept of genre serves multiple different purposes: genre helps in describing and classifying texts, 

it ‘directs the ways in which we write, read and interpret texts’, prescribes certain conventions to 

certain genres and gives tools for evaluating texts (Pyrhönen, ‘Genre’ 109). Central to the current 

discussion is the way in which genre directs and manipulates reading, how knowledge of genre 

conventions guides the reading process and ‘enables readers to decode a narrative, co-creating the 

story as a meaningful whole’ (Pyrhönen, ‘Genre’ 110).  

John Frow states that genres work as schemas, underlying patterns that are activated in 

the mind when one encounters familiar situations or objects (83). Establishing or assuming a text to 

belong to a certain genre is a guess that readers make about what kind of literature they are reading 

(Frow 100–102). Genre is neither the property of the text nor a reflection of the readers: it is systemic 

and part of the relationship between readers and texts (Frow 102). The guesses readers make about 

the genre ‘structure our reading, guiding the course it will take, our expectations of what it will 

encounter’ (Frow 103). The knowledge or assumption that the book is of a specific genre invites 
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readers to make specific kinds of hypotheses of what is going to happen and how it is going to be 

presented. 

Let me explain how this is linked to suspense and narrative techniques. To my mind, genre 

works as a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy: when reading books belonging to genres in which suspense 

steadily recurs, generically competent readers expect to experience suspense and start to anticipate 

suspenseful events. They are also more apt to notice the clues, such as cataphoric elements and snares 

(false advance mentions defined by Genette in Narrative Discourse 76–77) planted by the author. They 

start seeing danger in the objects and situations present in the narrative and thus start to worry about 

what might possibly happen. That is, the anticipation and suspense have commenced. For this process 

to begin, readers must assume that they know to which genre the narrative they are reading roughly 

belongs: the author must give readers clues that enable them to establish that the narrative belongs 

to a specific, suspenseful genre. These clues can be given in various ways. Frow calls the clues generic 

cues and explains that they can be either internal or external to the text (104). 

External cues can be anything from reviews and advertisement to a conversation heard 

on a bus (Frow 104–105). However, some cues are situated a little closer to the literary work itself; 

they are, in fact, surrounding it: the author’s name, the book’s title, the preface, the illustrations and 

so forth. Genette calls these paratexts and defines them as ‘verbal or other productions’ that ‘surround 

[a text] and extend it, precisely in order to present it’ (Paratexts 1). Moreover, paratexts make up the 

difference between a text and a book: paratexts must be added around the manuscript of a text in 

order to make it a book and thus presentable for readers (Genette, Paratexts 1). Paratexts have a 

number of functions that Genette terms illocutionary force: they give information, make known 

author’s intention/interpretation, convey author’s decisions, commit the  text to certain 

characteristics, such as genre, and even perform actions, such as dedicating a book to someone 

(Paratexts 10–12). In the context of this thesis, there are two major functions that paratexts can serve: 

they can help the readers to establish the text’s genre (and thus, indirectly create expectations of 

suspense) and give a starting point for suspense and anticipation. 

The paratexts found in the collection Don’t Look Now are the publisher’s paratexts (cover 

and its appendages, title page, typesetting, etc.), the author’s name and the title of collection as well 

as the titles of the individual short stories. The only authorial paratexts (paratexts that have the author 

as their sender; Genette, Paratexts, 9) are the name of the author and the titles of the short stories. 

All the other paratexts are elements supposedly chosen by the publisher or its advocate: the cover 

image, the text on the back cover and the quotation on the first page (flyleaf) of the book. Even the 

title of the collection has most likely been chosen by someone other than du Maurier herself: when it 



20 
 

was first published, the collection was called Not After Midnight in the UK and Don’t Look Now in the 

US. The US title was later also adopted by the publishers in the UK.  

Since many different editions of this collection have been published in the past and more 

will probably be published in the future, there is no point in analysing the publisher’s paratexts in full. 

However, some remarks on the characteristics of the Penguin edition feel necessary. The Penguin 2016 

edition of Don’t Look Now – that serves as a primary source for this thesis – belongs to the orange 

Penguin Classics paperback series, which means that it has the standard orange-coloured cover with 

the author’s name and the title on the front cover and a brief description on the back cover. In addition, 

this edition includes a quotation on the free end paper before the title page: ‘Her formidable sightless 

eyes turned in his direction…’. The source for the quotation is not mentioned, but the quotation is 

from the story ‘Don’t Look Now’. Without the context it raises several questions and invites making 

hypotheses about who the two characters mentioned – ‘she’ and ‘he’ could be, what kind of a situation 

they are in an whether this situation poses a threat to one of the characters. The lexical choices and 

thematic content could also be interpreted to imply suspenseful scenes.  

On the back cover, the collection is described by the following sentence: ‘A slow-burning 

masterpiece of horror recounting a grieving couples fateful visit to Venice, Don’t Look Now is 

accompanied here by further short tales of desire and dread’. The word choices like ‘horror’, ‘fateful’, 

‘desire’ and ‘dread’ give an indication to potential readers of what type of literature they are holding 

in their hands. Coupled with the name of Daphne du Maurier – who might be known to readers as the 

writer of Rebecca and gothic romances in general – this description creates expectations of stories full 

of suspense. So, even though the short stories in this collection are not gothic romances, some of the 

readers who have read works by or about Daphne du Maurier might have expectations associated to 

gothic romance when reading this collection.  

The titles of the short stories serve as authorial paratexts. Titles predispose readers to 

certain interpretations and guide the reading process by directing readers’ focus to certain aspects of 

the text (Rabinowitz 301–303). In the collection Don’t Look Now the titles awaken expectations on the 

content of the text and such expectations can contribute to the overall suspense of a story. They also 

give readers clues as to the genre of the story. For instance, the title ‘Not After Midnight’ has highly 

suspenseful connotations: the title implies that something is possibly forbidden or should not be done 

after midnight. Readers are left to anticipate what that might be. Moreover, midnight is the time of 

day when sinister things have traditionally been expected to happen. Similarly, the title ‘Don’t Look 

Now’ raises immediately questions and potentially invites readers to make hypothesis: when is now, 

what the addressee of the question should not look at and why? The title also clearly warns or forbids 
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someone from looking somewhere at a particular moment. Why is that? The title might also imply a 

threat. Who is threating whom and why? Such questions give readers reason to feel curious and to 

start anticipating future developments. The title ‘The Breakthrough’, combined with scientific 

vocabulary and a mention of a scientist at the very beginning of the narrative, gives readers grounds 

to expect that some kind of a scientific breakthrough will be disclosed. Since no direct mention of such 

a breakthrough is present in the beginning, readers are left in suspenseful anticipation.  The title ‘The 

Way of the Cross’ is, in turn, a somewhat clear allusion to Christ’s suffering on the way to his death 

and the mention of Jerusalem immediately after the title enforces this image. The phrases ‘Via 

Dolorosa’ and ‘The Way of the Cross’ appear repeatedly in the narrative when the action seems to be 

starting (see e.g. 218, 224, 227, 231, 243). Since Via Dolorosa is a symbol for suffering, readers are left 

to fear that the characters’ trip to Jerusalem might turn out to be their equivalent of Jesus’ suffrage. 

Even the title ‘A Border-Line Case’ gives reason to worry. Readers are left to wonder if the case 

mentioned could possibly be a medical or a mental one or, what is worse, even a murder case. Both 

medical and mental connotations are present in the first half of the story: Shelagh’s ailing father could 

be the medical case implied and Nick, who as far as readers know could be insane, might just as well 

prove be a border-line mental case. In all the titles in the collection, suspenseful connotations are 

evoked and thus genre expectations guide the reading process right from the beginning. These 

expectations are then modified and/or enforced by internal generic cues. 

Internal generic cues ‘provide a set of continuing cues that provide a set of continuing 

instructions on how to use a text’ (Frow 109). Furthermore, they are ‘references to the text’s generic 

frame’ (Frow 114) and can be either explicit or implicit. Frow sees textual clues as negotiations 

between the positions of writer and reader rather than their persons (115). As metacommunications, 

generic clues tell readers about the text and how they are supposed to read it; in other words, they 

guide the reading process. Internal generic cues can be located anywhere within the text. 

Certain parts of text have privileged positions and, because of their position, are more 

important in guiding the reading process than other parts (Rabinowitz 300). Such privileged positions 

are titles, beginnings and endings, epigraphs and descriptive subtitles. The short stories in the 

collection Don’t Look Now do not include epigraphs or subtitles, which makes beginnings and endings 

alongside with the titles the only privileged positions in this regard. Beginnings and endings of the 

stories and their relationship with suspense is discussed in more detail in relation to narrative 

organisation and temporal ordering (5.2.). However, it makes sense to discuss beginnings in relation 

to genre and generic cues here. 
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Beginnings are central to the reading process because they give readers the first 

impression on which they must base their guesses about, for instance, the genre of a text. Wissen has 

noted that in her beginning lines du Maurier manages to set the mood for the story by creating a 

particular atmosphere, thus initiating the suspense (773). This is also true for the short stories in Don’t 

Look Now. The beginning of each short story in the collection is imbued with vocabulary that is linked 

to suspenseful genres, thus activating readers’ expectations and schemas that are relevant to these 

genres. The beginning of ‘Don’t Look Now’ includes words and phrases like ‘hypnotise’, ‘a shooting 

glance’, ‘suppressed hysteria’, ‘choke’, ‘criminals’, ‘jewel thieves or murderers’, ‘the gang’, ‘a spy’, ‘the 

shock of white hair’ and ‘the wound’. Some of the phrases may not refer to anything dangerous or 

suspenseful, but certain connotations are still present: ‘a shooting glance’ is a way of taking a look but 

shooting also refers to firing a gun towards something or somebody; hysteria refers to laughter here 

but also used to refer to a kind of mental derangement; ‘a shock of hair’ refers to the amount of hair 

on somebody’s head but simultaneously ‘shock’ can be interpreted to foreshadow the shock Laura 

experiences a couple of pages later. Thus, the beginning of ‘Don’t Look Now’ is filled with words that 

make readers think of genres that have to do with crime, murder, violence and the like.  

The beginning of ‘Not After Midnight’, in turn, uses phrases like ‘ill-health, caused by a 

wretched bug’, ‘hospital’, ‘injections’, ‘a menace to society’, ‘crawl out of the ditch alone, or stay there 

and die’, ‘fellow-sufferers’, ‘a psychoanalyst’s couch’, ‘a cure’, ‘emotionally destructive identification 

coupled with repressed guilt’, ‘a course of pills’, ‘the poison that seeped through me’, ‘the fatal 

recognition of my condition’, ‘superstitious fear’, ‘an age-old magic, insidious, evil’ and ‘the seeds of 

self-destruction’. A considerable amount of medical vocabulary suggesting a fatal, horrible illness is 

used alongside the vocabulary of destruction, death and ruin. The more positive medical concepts that 

could solve the problem – ‘injections’, ‘a cure’, ‘pills’ – are represented as unattainable or ineffectual. 

The beginning paints a picture of a suffering protagonist. Interestingly, the suspense here arises from 

the fact that readers do not learn what the cause of the protagonist’s ill-health is; rather, the 

protagonist promises to tell the whole story from the beginning.  

‘A Border-Line Case’ also starts with a high frequency of medical vocabulary: ‘the nurse’, 

‘the doctor’, ‘the crisis’, ‘rest and quiet’ and ‘his condition’. However, the overtone is not threatening. 

Rather, the patient seems to have overcome his illness. Then, after the mention of Shakespeare’s plays, 

the vocabulary becomes more sinister: ‘struggling’, ‘an expression of horror and disbelief’, ‘he 

collapsed’ and finally ‘she knew that he was dead’. After such a peaceful start, the death of the father 

might come as a surprise to readers, or they might have feared something like that to disturb the 

scene. It also leaves readers wondering what else might be stored for their surprise. ‘The 
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Breakthrough’ has a beginning that evokes science fiction: ‘technical qualifications for the particular 

work’, ‘a radar experimental station’, ‘experiments’, ‘vibrations and the pitch of sound’, ‘experimental 

work of rather dubious nature’, ‘team of experts’, ‘an electronics engineer’, ‘Associated Electronics 

Ltd.’, ‘facilities for research’, ‘physics’ and ‘neurology’.  Furthermore, the vocabulary includes ominous 

phrases such as ‘my part in the affair’, ‘shut themselves up behind barbed wire at the slightest 

provocation’ and ‘he wants a chap who won’t talk’. At the beginning of ‘The Breakthrough’, the 

technical vocabulary helps readers to locate themselves within a particular genre while the ominous, 

enigmatic phrases set the mood as mysterious and sinister. Thus, the vocabulary guides readers in 

their expectation and create a base for suspense.  

Overall, it is not easy to define the genres of the five stories. And what is more, the stories 

differ significantly from one another. They have many common features, most notably the sense of 

suspense, but they are also very different and represent various genres. ‘The Breakthrough’ has many 

elements of science fiction, while ‘The Way of the Cross’ has a hint of a comedy of manners and social 

satire. ‘A Border-Line Case’ could be read as a bildungsroman-like story in which a young character 

goes through a series of life-changing experiences that result in personal growth. Simultaneously, it is 

a travel story that relates an exciting trip to a new country as well as a person’s past. Both ‘Don’t Look 

Now’ and ‘Not After Midnight’ are related to crime fiction. Although they both resemble crime fiction 

without exactly being crime fiction, the two stories do so differently. In ‘Don’t Look Now’ the murderer 

on the loose is merely introduced in passing. This, of course, changes at the end when John falls victim 

to the murderer. Unlike most detective fiction, readers of ‘Don’t Look Now’ do not learn what happens 

to the culprit: no punishment is given in the story. On the other hand, in ‘Not After Midnight’ things 

are different: readers are informed of a suspicious death somewhat early on, but that does not in the 

end seem to lead to anything significant. However, Mr Grey inadvertently acts as if he were an amateur 

detective. Finally, he uncovers a secret: once again, as far as readers know, the revelation of a crime 

does not lead to any legal actions by the officials. Rather, Mr Grey is severely punished by his nosiness: 

his life falls into ruins. Neither story adheres to the conventions of crime fiction: usually the culprits do 

not flee uncaptured and the innocent by-standers or amateur detectives are not punished because of 

their curiosity. 

So far I have discussed the impact of genre and paratexts on readers’ expectations. 

Readers make hypotheses about the story based on information provided by generic cues. Paratexts 

can act as external generic cues and evoke suspenseful connotations. In Don’t Look Now the titles of 

the stories are linked to suspenseful themes and genres and can therefore lead readers into forming 

suspenseful expectations. The text on the back cover of the edition, in turn, strongly imply that the 
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stories belong to suspenseful genres. The internal generic cues can enforce or modify these 

expectations. For instance, the beginning of each short story contains a range of lexical choices that 

reinforce the generic expectations that the paratexts have evoked. Let me now explore some of the 

other text-internal features that manipulate readers’ expectations and contribute to suspense. First I 

discuss cataphoric elements and narrativisation of objects and then move on to danger situations and 

troubled problem-solving.  

 

3.2. Cataphoric elements and narrativisation of objects 

Cataphoric elements are references to possible future developments of the plot. Other 

scholars have used names such as pre-information and foreshadowing (or prolepsis) for similar 

phenomena (Wulff 2). Cataphora can be used to affect readers’ expectations. Cataphoric elements 

prompt readers to make hypotheses, thus increasing anticipation and suspense (Wulff 2-3). Genette 

discusses a similar type of phenomena under the terms of advance mention and snares (Narrative 

Discourse 76–77). For Genette, readers’ narrative competence is a decisive factor in whether they 

identify advance mentions immediately as they appear in the text or only retrospectively (ibid.). 

Authors can, however, utilise this competence by including false advance mentions – snares, for 

Genette calls – in order to make readers jump to wrong conclusions. False snares, in turn, are genuine 

advance mentions that readers might mistake as snares. In a way, it could be said that false snares are 

cataphoric elements that readers believe to be snares. Accordingly, all cataphoric mentions can be 

false snares and all false snares are cataphoric elements.  

According to Genette, snares and false snares are widely used in detective stories 

(Narrative Discourse 77). However, I would argue that they can be used in all kinds of narratives in 

order to manipulate readers’ expectations and create suspense. The cataphoric elements also add to 

feelings of uncertainty: when readers do not know whether an element is a genuine cataphoric 

element or simply a snare, they are bound to experience uncertainty. Before turning to narrativisation 

of objects and settings, some of the cataphoric element and snares present in the five short stories by 

du Maurier are analysed. 

‘Don’t Look Now’ provides readers with a multitude of cataphoric mentions, snares and 

false snares. When John is at the police station and learns about the murderer for the first time (38), 

this is introduced as fairly unrelated to the plot. At this point, readers do not know how important a 

role the murderer is going to have in the story. They might unconsciously judge the murderer at large 

to be a cataphoric element or a snare: they might believe it to be important or treat it as an insignificant 

fact that is meant to throw readers off the scent. It is, in fact, a false snare. Readers are invited to 
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believe it has something to do with Laura’s supposed disappearance, which is later shown untrue. 

Rather, the murderer has to do with the psychic warning and the danger posed to John. First, readers 

might believe that it is a cataphoric element, then it seems to be only a snare and finally it proves to 

be a false snare. Other mentions of the murderer give readers possibility to adjust their expectations. 

When the police officer informs John that they are about to catch the murderer (41), readers are left 

to decide on the truthfulness of this remark by themselves. When John and Laura get lost trying to find 

a restaurant, they hear a terrible cry and John sees a child appearing to be fleeing from someone (15). 

This is also a cataphoric element related to the murderer the importance of which readers uncover 

later. 

Mentions of John’s possible psychic skills are also cataphoric elements. Laura tells John 

that the psychic twin has claimed him to have psychic skills as well (22). John refuses to believe it. At 

this point, readers are unable to know for sure whether to believe in his psychic powers or not. This is 

of course confirmed as true at the end, and thus it qualifies as a cataphoric mention. However, there 

are signs of John being a psychic even before that. When John and Laura are in the cathedral in 

Torcello, John sees the twins and suddenly John ‘felt himself held, unable to move, and an impending 

sense of doom, of tragedy, came upon him. His whole being sagged, as it were, in apathy, and he 

thought, ‘This is the end, there is no escape, no future’ (9). Later readers learn that at that same 

moment, the psychic had a vision of Christine trying to warn John and Laura about an impeding danger 

and telling them to leave Venice as soon as possible (20). John seems to have sensed some of this 

danger himself, but that is not apparent. However, it can be taken as an implication that John is the 

one in danger; the implication is strengthened further when Christine is apparently more worried 

about John than Laura (22).  

Readers are also fooled and led astray in ‘Don’t Look Now’. When John and Laura’s son 

falls ill, the characters are convinced that this is the danger they have been warned about, thus inviting 

readers to share their belief. This snare goes on for quite a while. Then Laura seems to disappear when 

she is supposed to be on a flight home. John is certain that the twins have something to do with the 

disappearance and that something sinister is going on: ‘Anxiety had turned to fear, to panic. Something 

had gone terribly wrong. Those women had got hold of Laura, played upon her suggestibility, induced 

her to go with them’ (37). Readers are manipulated into suspecting that Laura might be the one in 

peril. However, it is uncertain whether John’s suspicions are true; he even suspects himself of being 

paranoid (39). When John learns that Laura is safe in England and then meets the sweet, innocent 

twins, his suspicions prove to be false and a snare. Their son is also going to recover, so all the sources 
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of danger seem to have been overcome: suspense seems to be momentarily released until John gets 

lost and sees the child fleeing again. 

In ‘Not After Midnight’ there are many cataphoric elements and snares. One set of snares 

involves mentions of insects during the first half of the story. Bugs are mentioned at the very beginning, 

but readers cannot be certain of the nature of the bug: they do not know whether it refers to a 

metaphorical bug or a real-life insect. Consequently, the subsequent allusions of various insects might 

reinforce the image of real-life bugs. Mr Grey draws the shutters of his chalet expecting there to be 

mosquitoes and wishing not to be bitten by them (66). Furthermore, Mr Stoll is said to look ‘as if he 

had been stung by a million bees’ (68). The allusions to insects are snares attempting to influence 

readers’ hypotheses and misinform them. Of course, the bee-stung Mr Stoll and mosquito-bitten Mr 

Grey share the same ‘bug’ in the end, so in some way, these allusions can be treated as very enigmatic 

cataphoric elements.  

By contrast, mentions of alcohol and antiques are genuine cataphoric elements. Alcohol 

is connected to Mr Stoll on multiple occasions: He drinks at the hotel bar where, in reference to him, 

Mr Grey thinks that ‘one must humour madmen and drunks’ (69). There are empty bottles lying around 

his chalet (74), and he brews his own beer (76). He is also said to have become a heavy drinker only 

this year; so much so that he is going to be killed if he continues (70–71). Furthermore, this is a 

cataphoric mention referring to the fact that Mr Stoll is actually killed later in the story. At one point, 

Mr Stoll says to Mr Grey referring to his profession as a schoolmaster: ‘that’s rich, that’s really rich. A 

God-damn tutor, a nurse to babes and sucklings. You’re one of us, my buddy, you’re one of us. And 

you’ve the nerve to tell me you’ve never brewed spruce and ivy!’ (82). At the time, it might seem to 

readers that this is only Mr Stoll’s way of exclaiming that despite his snobbish airs, Mr Grey belongs to 

the same social group or profession as the Stolls: Mr Stoll has at least claimed that he is a university 

professor of classics (100). However, in hindsight, this could be interpreted as a cataphoric element 

referring to alcoholism which Mr Grey will suffer from as Mr Stoll does.  

Allusions to Dionysus and Silenos of Greek mythology are also connected to alcohol. The 

jug Mr Grey receives as a bribe from the Stolls features an image of Silenos and a note that reads: 

‘Silenos, earth-born satyr. half-horse, half man, who, unable to distinguish truth from falsehood, 

reared Dionysus, god of intoxication. as a girl in a Cretan cave, then became his drunken tutor and 

companion’ (96). The mention of a drunken tutor is a clear cataphoric reference to Mr Grey’s 

alcoholism. In Mr Grey’s eyes, the jug is at first hideous and repulsive, and he sees in it an uncanny 

resemblance to Mr Stoll (97–98). In his dream Mr Grey takes the form of Silenos from the jug whilst 

teaching his class (96); again, a cataphoric reference that is, interestingly connected to the beginning 
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of the narrative and the pupils’ reactions to the changed form of their teacher. After drinking the 

barley-water Mr Stoll has left behind from it, Mr Grey changes his opinion of the jug: he begins to see 

its beauty and admires the dignity of the face of Silenos (106). This can be interpreted as 

foreshadowing his change of attitude towards alcohol. 

When he first receives the jug, Mr Grey suspects it to be cursed. He links the jug to Mr 

Stoll’s alcoholism and blames it for his restless dreams (98). Later, he ponders whether the Stolls had 

given it to him in order to curse him (101). It is also possible to link the idea of a curse to the beginning 

of the narrative where Mr Grey proclaims that his ‘downfall was caused by an age-old magic, insidious, 

evil, its origins lost in the dawn of history’ (59). If readers connect the idea of a curse and the mention 

of an age-old magic, it is possible that the mentions of a curse work as a snare that manipulates 

readers’ expectations and makes them believe that some property of the jug will lead to the 

destruction of Mr Grey.  

The recurring mentions of archaeology and art form another set of cataphora. Mr Grey is 

an amateur artist, but he pretends to be ‘a professor of art’ (62). Mr Gordon, in turn, is said to be 

‘interested in archaeology’ (70) as well as an art connoisseur (80). Mr Gordon has been seen ‘discussing 

antiquities’ with the Stolls (76). In reference to Mr Gordon’s art interest, Mr Stoll notes that ‘Well, it 

didn’t do him much good in the end, did it?’ (80). Since it is possible that the Stolls killed Mr Gordon in 

order to keep their antique smuggling as a secret, this seems, in hindsight, to be a warning to Mr Grey 

not to meddle in their business.  

When the Stolls make a mess in the hotel’s dining room, the hotel staff make ‘short work 

of clearing the wreckage’ (68). This also seems to refer to the Stolls’ antique business: they are, after 

all, clearing the wreckage of valuable objects. However, this cataphoric mention will probably go amiss 

for readers reading the narrative for the first time, since no other mentions of a shipwreck have been 

made so far. Later, Mr Stoll himself speaks about a wreck assuming that Mr Grey knows about it (90). 

Because of this slip, Mr Grey starts to suspect that the Stolls have been excavating a wreck in order to 

find antiques and smuggle them out of the country (91). Even the local boatman knows that there is a 

wreck (104), which supports Mr Grey’s theory. Finally, Mr Grey finds the wreck lying at the bottom of 

the sea (109). The wreck can also be seen as metaphorical. Mr Stoll’s body that is tied to the actual 

wreck will become part of the wreck: his skeleton will be forever fastened to the skeleton of the ship 

(skeleton being also a word mentioned in connection with the shipwreck, p. 109). Also, Mr Grey will 

metaphorically become a human wreck, a shadow of his former self, because of his alcoholism; so 

much so, that he will need to quit teaching. 
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In the final scene in which Mr Grey visits the shepherd’s hut again, there are hints at what 

is going to happen soon after, that is, there are cataphoric mentions. First, the boatman tells that the 

man that has been helping the Stolls has not turned up to work (104): later, readers learn that he has 

taken off with Mrs Stoll. Moreover, there are fresh footprints, and, what is more, something seems to 

have been dragged into the water (105). These are, of course, footprints left by the Stolls and the Greek 

man, and what has been dragged is Mr Stoll, as Mr Grey later infers. Also, the new beer bottles left in 

the hut imply that the Stolls have been there recently, even though Mr Grey supposes them to belong 

to a goatherd.  

The narrativisation of objects is also a technique that can be used to influence readers’ 

expectations. Any object that is introduced into the text might foreshadow a later incident having to 

do with that object and has therefore a role in creating suspense (Wulff 12). Thus, the appearance of 

an object can act as an initiating event. There are objects that automatically prompt suspenseful 

reactions in readers: a gun or a knife implies an immediate danger. Narrativisation of an object can, 

however, also apply to an everyday object that is usually quite harmless, but by recurring in the context 

of the narrative comes to imply something dangerous. Moreover, the setting can also be narrativised. 

Thus, if a scene occurs in a dangerous place, such as on the edge of a cliff, readers can make hypotheses 

involving the setting, for example that somebody might fall off the cliff. The anticipation of whether 

these hypotheses might come true contributes to a suspenseful reading experience. Next, I discuss 

some examples of narrativisation in du Maurier’s five short stories.  

In ‘Not After Midnight’ the figure 38 is narrativised alongside the words ‘not after 

midnight’. The title of the short story being ‘Not After Midnight’, those gain immediate emphasis when 

they appear in the story. On the first evening, Mr Stoll warns Mr Grey not to go swimming after 

midnight (70), which in the context of Mr Gordon’s death and the story’s title appears threatening. 

The three words appear on the card that Mr Grey finds in his room: on the back someone has written 

the words ‘not after midnight’ and the figure 38. Later, Mr Grey finds out that 38 is the number of the 

Stolls’ chalet, which makes the Stolls seem even more suspicious. While in the town, Mrs Stoll invites 

Mr Grey to their chalet using the exact wording: ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Tutor. Do call on us. Not 

After Midnight. Chalet 38…’ (83). Because of the narrativisation of the words and the figure, the 

invitation can appear threatening or ominous. Mr Grey even thinks that Mr Gordon’s death might be 

connected to a nocturnal visit to the chalet 38: he thinks that Mr Gordon went there, got drunk and 

drowned as a result (84). 

Furthermore, snorkels become narrativised. On his first night at the hotel, Mr Grey sees 

someone snorkelling after dark (72). As he has already heard of Mr Gordon drowning during a midnight 
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swim in somewhat mysterious circumstances, the snorkeler in the dark seems a little sinister. Later, 

Mr Grey sees a pair of frog feet and a snorkel in the chalet of the Stolls whom he already considers 

annoying and even suspicious (74). He asks the bartender whether any of the hotel guests goes under-

water swimming, but the answer is negative (76). Apparently, the Stolls keep their hobby private. This 

again raises the suspicions of Mr Grey and, by extension, readers. Mr Grey also plays around with an 

idea that using her snorkelling set, Mrs Stoll has pulled Mr Gordon under water after he has visited the 

Stolls’ chalet (91). Thus, when he sees a snorkel in the night coming towards his own chalet, he panics 

(93). Because snorkels have been narrativised, their appearance in the night manipulate readers into 

forming suspenseful hypotheses. However, Mr Grey comes to no harm at this point.  

In ‘A Border-Line Case’, there are also narrativised objects as well as settings. The first 

narrativised setting is a quiet lakeside forest after dark. A young woman alone in an unfamiliar forest 

is an immediate cause for worry, and the scene does in fact turn into a danger situation (more about 

danger situations in sub-chapter 3.3.). Another narrativisation of setting occurs the next day when 

Shelagh tries to find Nick: she is escorted to a place in the forest called a grave. Here, an object is also 

narrativised: Shelagh sees Nick carrying a spade and immediately connects it to grave-digging and 

killing people thus inviting readers to make the same connections. 

The setting in ‘The Breakthrough’ is a remote, top-secret research facility led by a possibly 

deranged scientist and only a few staff members. In the context of science fiction, the setting is 

immediately narrativised: it implies dangerous experiments and hideous secrets in laboratories. 

Similarly, the setting of ‘The Way of the Cross’ is narrativised. Jerusalem being a far-away ancient city 

unfamiliar to the protagonists, there are several worrying possibilities as to what could happen: the 

characters might get lost, there might be ancient secrets waiting to be discovered, somebody might 

be tricked by the locals and so on. The worrying connotations of Jerusalem are reinforced by the title 

which reminds readers of Christ’s suffering in that very city. Moreover, the whole of Middle East has 

become increasingly narrativised in the eyes of Western people, since it has been used as a setting to 

many books and films in such genres as thrillers and spy fiction. The impact of real-life crises in 

Palestine and Israel on the connotations that readers might have should not be overlooked either. In 

any case, Jerusalem as a setting can act as a starting point for forming suspenseful expectations and 

hypotheses. 

The setting of ‘Don’t Look Now’, Venice, does not initially appear to be narrativised. As a 

beautiful, romantic tourist destination, Venice is usually not connected with danger and atrocities. 

However, when John and Laura get lost on their evening walk, the narrow and dark alleyways of Venice 

start to seem ‘altogether different, neglected, poor, and the long narrow boats moored to the slippery 
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steps of cellar entrances looked like coffins’ (14–15). When they hear a mysterious, horrific cry, the 

view further darkens. Moreover, Venice starts to feel like a maze: ‘They might circle round and round 

forever, and then find themselves back again, near the bridge where they had heard the cry’ (16). This 

time they are surprised to find their way out, back to the bright lights and crowds of the tourist district. 

To readers, Venice does not appear the same: it can be much more sinister than it seems at first. Later, 

John learns that there is a murderer on the loose in Venice, which adds to the danger the city has 

started to pose. Close to the end of the narrative, John finds himself again lost in the city, in the same 

area he had heard the cry the night before (54). As the city has been narrativised by this point, readers 

might start to feel uneasy at this point. Thus, the setting itself adds to the suspense of the story. 

Similarly, in ‘Not After Midnight’, the bodies of water become narrativised. At first, the 

closeness of waterfront is something desirable: Mr Grey has come to Crete in order to paint and is 

willing to pay extra for a chalet facing the waterfront. He even goes for an enjoyable swim. 

Subsequently, Mr Grey and readers learn that a person has drowned a mere fortnight earlier and thus 

water and swimming start to pose a danger. Later that night, when he enters his balcony after dark, 

he looks at the sea and perceives a mysterious diver (72). To him, the sight is disconcerting, and he 

makes ‘a firm decision never to bathe except in broad daylight, and – chicken-hearted, maybe – well 

within my depth’ (72). 

Cataphoric elements and narrativised objects manipulate the reading process. They invite 

readers to form hypotheses that are later on proved to be either true or untrue. Cataphoric elements 

or advance mentions are used in the stories by du Maurier to give clues to future developments. They 

can also turn out to be snares, as is the case with insects in ‘Not After Midnight’, or false snares such 

as the murderer in ‘Don’t Look Now’. Narrativised objects and settings create a tension in the narrative. 

Each mention of a narrativised object can result in an ominous foreboding or give readers cause to 

worry. Suspenseful settings in the stories, such as the remote research facility in ‘The Breakthrough’, 

can have a similar effect. In addition, there might be entire scenes that manipulate readers’ 

expectations. Next, the discussion moves to scenes that can heighten the experience of suspense, 

namely danger situations and troubled problem-solving. 

 

3.3. Danger situations and troubled problem-solving 

Danger situations are part of Wulff’s dramaturgy of suspense (7). They are situations that 

might possibly end badly, but then turn out all right. They are false alarms, ‘the “not yet” of a 

catastrophe or injury’ (Wulff 7). During a danger situation, the protagonist is under possible threat but 

can save themselves. This contributes to the suspense readers experience while reading a narrative. 
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Troubled problem-solving is another great way to create a heightened experience of suspense (Gerrig 

95). The protagonist has a problem that threatens their or another character’s well-being and needs 

to be solved. One by one the possible solutions are eliminated: readers or the protagonist come to 

possess information that makes a possible solution impossible or the protagonist tries out a solution 

but fails. This continues until the suspense is released, that is, the protagonist finally manages to solve 

the problem somehow or the threat posed to the character actualises. Troubled problem-solving is 

closely linked to Gerrig’s notion of uncertainty as a starting point for suspense (94). 

Both danger situations and troubled problem-solving have to do with what Sternberg calls 

‘a balance of hope and fear’ (Expositional Modes 79). Readers experience both fear and hope while 

engaged in a suspenseful story. The balancing between fear and hope keeps readers interested. In the 

case of a danger situation, readers’ apprehension arises when the protagonist is temporarily put in 

danger. Furthermore, an author can play around with readers’ emotive states by using troubled 

problem-solving. As long as there seem to be possible solutions to the situation, there is hope. But fear 

is also present: it is possible that there is no solution that works. One by one, the possible solutions 

that have given readers hope are eliminated and readers feel less hopeful and more fearful. When 

protagonists succeed to overcome a danger situation or troubled problem-solving, hope of their final 

survival/success is also enforced while fear and suspense over how the story will end are also present. 

The following paragraphs examine some of the danger situations and troubled problem-solving found 

in the five short stories by du Maurier and discuss their effect on the suspense and the reading 

experience of the respective stories. 

In ‘A Border-Line Case’, there are two evident danger situations. The first one is the 

episode in which Shelagh goes to examine the lake late in the evening (132–135). Even the decision to 

go to the lakeside after dark gives readers possible source for anxiety, especially since Shelagh has 

been told that it would be safest to go there by daylight (129). While nearing the lake, she encounters 

a man (Michael) who starts to interrogate her about what she is doing there. Then, she hears footsteps 

from behind, which as such is a classic device for creating suspense (see e.g. Gerrig 97–100). From 

behind her emerges the village postmaster who has followed her to the lakeside. Michael and the 

postmaster converse by themselves, and Shelagh is afraid of what they are planning to do to her. The 

postmaster and Michael decide to take Shelagh to Lamb Island and forcibly drag her to the boat. 

Despite Shelagh’s fears and the unpleasant situation, she comes to no harm: the men only want to 

keep their comrades’ activities secret and have no interest in hurting Shelagh.  

The following morning Shelagh experiences another danger situation. She is trying to find 

Nick when the steward promises to escort her to ‘the site’ (151) where Nick is supposed to be. She 
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does not know what is meant by a site and starts – possibly alongside readers – drawing her own 

gruesome conclusions. She even imagines that she might be killed and buried in the woods. Nick 

appearing with a spade in his hand heightens her anxiety. When he uses the word ‘grave’ (152), her 

panic keeps increasing. Nick asks Shelagh to kneel next to the grave in order to see better, places his 

hand on her shoulder and pulls her closer. She believes her time has come and buries her face in her 

hands. When Nick finally informs that the site is an ancient burial place and they are doing 

archaeological excavation there, she faints. The suspense readers have most likely experienced is also 

momentarily released: Shelagh is once again safe, and nobody is trying to hurt her.  

Shelagh also goes through rather a classic example of a troubled problem-solving. Her 

father has just had his fatal fit and seems to be dead, so she needs to get help. First, Shelagh tries to 

find the nurse but then remembers that the nurse has gone out for a walk. Readers are given hope by 

the presence of a nurse, but this hope is immediately shattered. Subsequently, Shelagh tries to find 

her mother, but the mother too seems to have gone out of the house. Then, she tries to call the doctor, 

but he does not answer the telephone. Once again, readers get their hopes up, but they are soon 

crushed by the unavailability of the doctor. A new promise of a possible solution is given: the doctor 

has a new partner. Shelagh calls the new partner, but he is not at home. Rather, his wife answers the 

telephone and promises to try and contact her husband. Readers’ hope gives way to growing fears 

while Shelagh’s every attempt to get help for his father fails miserably. All the possible solutions – the 

nurse, the mother, the doctor and the other doctor – are eliminated one by one. When her mother 

and the nurse finally get back to the house, it is too late and there is nothing to be done.  

Another case of troubled problem-solving can be found in ‘Don’t Look Now’, namely 

John’s attempts to locate Laura. After seeing Laura and the twins on a ferry back to Venice, John has 

to get hold of her. He phones the hotel and asks them to give a message to Laura when she comes. 

When he gets back, Laura is not there. He learns that Laura has not been back nor received his 

message. John decides to wait for her, but she does not seem to return. John starts to get increasingly 

worried. The receptionist calls the airport, but everything seems to be in order there, so no resolution 

is reached. John suspects that Laura might be with the twins, but he has no idea where the twins are 

staying or what they are called. The receptionist calls the hotel in Torcello to get information, but what 

he learns is of no help. Consequently, there is nothing more to be done at the hotel and John decides 

to walk around the city in the hope of bumping into Laura and the twins. The hopes of finding Laura 

start to seem rather narrow. John goes to the restaurant in which they saw the twins the night before, 

but no information can be obtained from there. Then he decides to go to the police and report his wife 

missing and ask the police to look for the twins. Going back to the hotel, he decides to phone to England 
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for news about their son and surprisingly finds Laura at the other end of the call. After multiple, 

unsuccessful attempts of locating her, she is finally found. Each of the failed attempts have increased 

the worry experienced by John, and readers are invited to take part in his increasing panic. 

In ‘Don’t Look Now’ there is also a prolonged danger situation that has a false relief. The 

psychic twin has predicted that something bad will happen if John and Laura do not leave Venice. John 

does not believe in the danger, but Laura does. Readers cannot be certain whether Laura or John is 

right. However, since readers probably have established ‘Don’t Look Now’ to be a suspense story, they 

probably feel that something bad is bound to happen. The nature of the possible danger or antagonist 

is not disclosed but remains unknown to readers. The unknown source of danger, according to Wulff’s 

theory of suspense (11), can make the situation even more suspenseful: readers are free to imagine 

the most horrible situations John and Laura could possibly get into. When John and Laura receive a 

message informing that their son is seriously ill, they are led to believe that this is the danger the 

psychic has been talking about. They decide to leave for their son immediately. Since John and Laura 

do not seem to be in immediate danger anymore, the suspense might be unduly diminished. The son’s 

illness is not the threat that John should be worried about and therefore, when he does not leave the 

city, the psychic’s prediction comes true and as a result, he is killed. After the false release and 

immediately followed by John’s killing, the revelation that the child John is trying to save is not a child, 

but a dwarf and a murderer, comes as a surprise that can be quite a shock to unsuspecting readers. 

In ‘Not After Midnight’ there is a danger situation initiated by the appearance of an 

already narrativised object, namely a snorkel. After having received an unpleasant phone call from the 

Stolls, Mr Grey is on his balcony at midnight and spots a snorkel coming towards his chalet (93). 

Because he has a theory that the snorkel has something to do with the death of Mr Gordon, he panics 

at the sight of it. He locks himself in this chalet, draws the shutters and stands against a wall unmoving. 

Then he hears somebody moving on his balcony: ‘the sound I expected, dreaded, came to my ears. A 

kind of swishing movement from the balcony, a fumbling of hands, and heavy breathing’ (93). He is 

certain that it is Mrs Stoll. She knocks on the shutters which make a rattling noise. Finally, she rings the 

bell. Mr Grey does not do anything, he only wishes that she would go away. And that is what she does 

in the end. The suspense is momentarily released: Mr Grey has not yet come to any harm.  

Both danger situations and troubled problem-solving guide readers’ expectations. They 

are periods of heightened action and suspense in which the protagonist is temporarily put in difficult 

situation that is likely to end badly. For example, in ‘A Border-Line Case’ both troubled problem-solving 

and danger situations occur: Shelagh tries in vain to find help for her father and is put in what appear 

to be danger situations several times on her trip to Ireland. By adding to the suspense experienced by 



34 
 

readers during one scene, danger situations and troubled problem-solving not only add to the overall 

suspense of the story but also lead readers to expect that more suspenseful scenes will follow.  

 

3.4. Concluding remarks 

The focus of this chapter has been readers’ expectations. I have examined the concrete 

techniques, such as cataphoric elements and snares, as well as general aspects of fiction, such as genre, 

and how they are used to manipulate readers’ expectations in order to create suspense in the five 

short stories in Don’t Look Now. 

Genre is central in guiding readers’ expectations. If readers know they are reading a 

narrative that belongs to a suspenseful genre, they expect suspense and are thus more apt to pick on 

suspenseful cues, such as cataphoric elements. There are many features – both internal and external 

to text – that help readers to establish the genre of the text they are reading. Important external clues 

are paratexts: they guide readers’ expectations even before they start reading the narrative itself. The 

text-internal clues include thematical, lexical and compositional elements. As for fictional works, the 

beginning of the narrative plays an important role when readers try to establish which genre the 

narrative belongs to.  

Cataphoric elements and snares are other tools for guiding readers’ expectations. 

Cataphoric elements hint at future events and, if noticed by readers, create suspenseful, anticipatory 

effects. Snares are planted by the author in order to lead readers into forming false hypotheses. They 

also add to uncertainty. Narrativisation of objects and settings, in turn, makes readers wary of objects 

and places by guiding readers to make expectations based on the nature of the object introduced into 

the story. Harmless everyday objects and places can also become narrativised if mentioned repeatedly 

in contexts that are somehow apprehensive.  

As have been shown, both danger situations and troubled problem-solving are periods in 

which the level of suspense is heightened. Danger situations put the protagonist temporarily in danger 

in order to heighten the suspense: the protagonist is meant to survive but before their survival readers 

are supposed to experience some moments of horror. In troubled problem-solving the protagonist is 

faced with a problem that has to be solved. One by one, all the possible solutions are eliminated and 

hopes of success seem to become more improbable. Troubled problem-solving manipulates readers’ 

expectations and heightens the experience of suspense. By including danger situations and troubled 

problem-solving in the narrative, authors can increase the overall suspense of the story and guide 

readers’ expectations in any direction they wish.  
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In the next chapter I turn to look at one of the most important elements of a narrative, 

that is, characters, and how they can be exploited in order to obtain suspense. 
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4. Suspense and characterisation 

Characters are central in fiction. They are also vital when it comes to suspense: suspense 

arises from the anticipation of what is going to happen to the characters of the story. This chapter 

discusses how readers can be made to care about the fate of a character. In 4.1. the mechanisms 

behind the concern for characters are discussed. Then I focus on the issues of characterisation and 

exposition and how they are linked to suspense (4.2.). The chapter ends with concluding remarks on 

suspense and characterisation (4.3.). 

 

4.1. Concern for characters 

The concern for characters is one of the prerequisites for suspense. In order to care for a 

character, readers must feel for characters. Readers must be interested in what happens to the 

characters of the story: if they are totally indifferent as to the fate of the protagonist, there is no reason 

they would anticipate the future of that character. Scholars have presented differing views on what 

makes readers care for characters. Next I discuss such views using the short stories in Don’t Look Now 

as examples and offer my own view on characterisation and suspense. 

Carroll links suspense and concern for characters to morality (77–81). In his view, readers 

feel for characters that are morally good. Readers infer the morality of a character using the explicit 

and implicit characterisation available in the narrative. I would argue that this notion is too simplistic. 

Even if there were a tendency for readers to feel for characters that are morally good, it is also possible 

to experience suspense over the fate of characters who are not morally good or might even be 

proclaimed evil. In ‘Don’t Look Now’ the protagonist John is far from a saint. The narrative starts with 

a scene in which he and his wife speak somewhat unkindly and mockingly about the twins eating in 

the same restaurant as them. Later on, John continues to abuse the twins in his thoughts. Neither does 

he have patience towards his mourning wife: he keeps hoping that his wife would cheer up and stop 

ruining their holiday. He also wishes her to forget about the twins who have, after all, brought some 

consolation to her. Furthermore, in his frustration, John throws a stone at a rat in a river for no reason 

whatsoever. The rat ‘sank, or somehow disappeared, and nothing was left but bubbles’ (10), the 

implication being that he killed the rat. Readers might be repulsed by some of these actions and 

thoughts, but they are still able to experience suspense when John may be in danger. 

Sternberg discusses the normative polarisation between characters as a suspense 

strategy (Expositional Modes 67–68). By strategically contrasting the actions of two characters or set 
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of characters, a narrator can increase readers’ sympathies towards the characters who are portrayed 

as superior. In his study of Homer’s Odyssey Sternberg regards polarisation as normative. Thus, it is 

closely allied with Carroll’s notions of morality: a character is depicted as morally good in contrast with 

another, morally more dubious character. However, it is possible to argue that polarisation does not 

have to be normative: it might apply to character’s likability as well as morality. Neither characters 

morality nor likability suffices to create concern for characters: readers can feel suspense for 

characters that are not morally good or extremely likable. Therefore, polarisation cannot be the sole 

origin for emotional investment in the fate of characters. However, polarisation can help to tip the 

scales so that readers are bound to prefer one character over one another, thus increasing their 

concern for one or several characters.   

For instance, in ‘Not After Midnight’ a pair of characters is portrayed in stark contrast to 

one another in order to force readers to take sides. Mr and Mrs Stoll seem to be the very opposites of 

one another: Mr Stoll is vulgar and raucous, almost animalistic, whereas his wife seems to be quiet and 

prudent. Furthermore, their appearances are contrasted: ‘She stiff as a ramrod, prim-looking, austere 

… and he, more scarlet than ever, like a great swollen sausage’ (75). The depiction of Mr Stoll’s ugliness 

is almost exaggerated: 

[He is] a square-shouldered man of middle age, whose face was so swollen and blistered by 
exposure to the sun that he looked as if he had been stung by a million bees. His eyes were sunk 
into his head, which was bald on top, with a grizzled thatch on either side, and the pink crown had 
the appearance of being tightly stretched, like the skin of a sausage about to burst. A pair of 
enormous ears the size of clams gave further distortion to his appearance, while a drooping wisp 
of moustache did nothing to hide the protruding underlip, thick as a blubber and about as moist. 
(68) 
 

Mr Grey even states that he has ‘seldom set eyes on a more unattractive individual’ (68) than Mr Stoll. 

His wife, in turn, receives a much more neutral portrayal: she is ‘likewise middle-aged, with a mop of 

tow-coloured hair turning white. and a face as sunburnt as her husband’s, but mahogany brown 

instead of red’ (68). So even though they both are sunburnt, their skin colour is different, Mr Stoll’s 

skin is scarlet red, thus suggesting a more vulgar appearance than his wife’s. Their actions are also very 

different: Mr Stoll keeps rampaging and drunkenly annoying people while his wife appears to be a 

perfect picture of patience and serenity. Such portrayals, combined with the other character’s pitying 

attitude towards Mrs Stoll, help to nudge readers’ sympathies so that they are directed to Mrs Stoll 

rather than her husband. Consequently, the ending revealing Mr Stoll has fallen a victim to her wife’s 

schemes comes as a bigger surprise than it would have, were it not for the apparent polarisation of 

the two characters. 
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 However, there are examples of suspenseful narratives in which polarisation does not 

take place. For instance, in ‘The Way of the Cross’ there is no polarisation between characters. The 

characters might possess opposing qualities, but none of the characters seems to be judged to be 

above the others by the narrator. All the characters seem to have their flaws and failings but also 

positive, more endearing traits, making them equally sympathetic. There are no antagonists in the 

story, no outside evil to whom the protagonists could or should be compared. Consequently, a 

polarising portrayal of characters would be counterproductive in ‘The Way of the Cross’. Readers are 

supposed to feel concern for all the characters of the story. Polarising any one character with possibly 

more pleasing characters might decrease the concern felt for that character. In fact, polarisation would 

be quite unnecessary and might even ruin some of the suspense over the fate of the characters. 

However, the roughly equal morality of characters does not prevent readers from preferring one 

character to another, possibly, for reasons outside the text. Still, having a favourite among the 

characters does not exclude the possibility of feeling concern for other characters. In ‘The Way of the 

Cross’ readers receive a seemingly objective portrayal of a set of characters none of whom seems to 

be without a fault: they are all rather humane and thus it is possible for readers to establish concern 

for them. 

Brewer relies on sympathy theories and argues that readers care for characters in the 

same way that they would feel for real-life people (109–110). I would develop this theory a bit further. 

In real life too, people do not feel the same amount of interest and concern for every individual they 

meet. Rather, they are more concerned about people they are close to or have an emotional 

connection with. By extension, this applies to readers of fiction as well. The closer readers feel to 

characters, the more emotionally invested they get. In order to sympathise with characters as if they 

were actual humans, they must seem like humans, not mere archetypes. Thus, characterisation and 

exposition play a crucial role in enabling concern for characters: with the help of characterisation 

readers get to know the characters and begin to care about their fate. 

The fact that readers must be made to regard characters as if they were humans does not 

eliminate the possibility of feeling suspense over what happens to a non-human entity, just as readers 

can have concern for the fate of a dog or a tree, for instance. In such cases, however, these entities 

have usually gained human-like features or their fate effects the fate of a human character or several 

characters. It is fairly safe to say that non-human animals generally get people’s sympathy just as 

humans do. This varies, of course, from species to species, but similar rules to those regarding concern 

for human characters apply: getting to know and like an animal or its species increase the odds of being 

concerned for its fate. Moreover, it is possible to be concerned about the fate of inanimate entities. 
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For instance, readers of environmentally-oriented fiction feel suspense over what happens to a forest 

under the threat to be cut down. Central here, as with the concern for human characters, is that 

readers have got to know the characters, human or not, and regard them as individuals worthy of their 

concern. 

In summary, my view is that readers must regard characters as individuals in order to feel 

concern for them. They must ‘get to know’ the protagonists and feel sufficiently close to them. 

Consequently, characterisation is necessary for suspense: by the way of characterisation, readers 

familiarise themselves with characters and start to see them as individuals. Next, I develop further the 

ideas about the role of characterisation, in particular exposition, in establishing concern for characters.  

 

4.2. Exposition and characterisation 

In this section, the primary focus is the role of exposition and characterisation in creating 

suspense in the short stories in Don’t Look Now, but let me first discuss different forms of 

characterisation.  

Revealing information about characters in the way of exposition is one of the tools for 

characterisation. If exposition is done explicitly, as for instance by listing the qualities of a character or 

by describing their outer appearance, it can be termed explicit qualification (Bal 129–131) or direct 

characterisation (Herman and Vervaeck 67–68). In addition to the direct characterisation, 

characterisation can be done indirectly through the actions and discourse of a character. This has been 

called varyingly implicit qualification (Bal 130) or indirect characterisation (Herman and Vervaeck 68). 

The actions of characters and their dialogue influence the view readers have of these characters. Thus, 

for instance, in ‘Don’t Look Now’ the fact that John throws a stone at a rat affects the way readers 

perceive him: readers might begin to question his morality.   

A character’s name can also reveal something essential about that character. The name 

can refer to a character’s trait, but it can also be ironic: a very big person might be called Small, for 

instance. A name can describe a character either metonymically or metaphorically (Herman and 

Vervaeck 68–69). If a name is metonymic, it belongs to the sphere of indirect characterisation: the 

name is used in a straightforward way to describe a character’s trait. For instance, the use of a name 

such as Small or Goodman would be metonymic (Herman and Vervaeck 69). Consequently, the 

protagonist’s last name Grey in ‘Not After Midnight’ could be seen as metonymic. It is easy to see how 

the protagonist’s name fits his personality: Grey is a relatively common last name and, as we shall see, 

Mr Grey is also portrayed as an ordinary, rather grey person.  
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Metaphoric names are linked to characterisation through analogy (Herman and Vervaeck 

68).  This means that characterisation can be based on a metaphor: a character is implicitly compared 

with something outside the domain of humanity, as for instance a horse or a castle. In ‘The Way of the 

Cross’ the name Robin is used metaphorically. Robin, a young boy, is implicitly connected to and 

compared with robins. Red-breasted robins are birds that commonly feature Christmas cards and are 

connected to Christianity: a legend has it that the robin’s breast is red because of the blood it touched 

while trying to help the crucified Christ (Vries 388). Furthermore, the robin has been connected to 

dead children in British folklore: in the tale ‘Babes in the Wood’ a robin buries children that are lost in 

the woods and die (Vries 388). Both legends seem to be connected to ‘The Way of the Cross’. As already 

noted, the title and the setting are connected to Christ’s last days and there are many allusions to both 

Christianity and Judaism. Robin seems to be very interested in religion and the stories related to the 

crucifixion. Furthermore, Robin gets separated from the rest of the group and the adults are worried 

that he might be lost. Readers who are familiar with the popular children’s tale ‘Babes in the Wood’ 

might take his name as a bad omen: it seems to imply Robin’s end might be as horrible as that of the 

children in the tale. This connection, if noticed by readers, can thus give reason for more suspense 

than a lost child would do as such. 

Narration and focalisation are also linked to characterisation, concern for characters and 

suspense. However, they are the focus in 5.1. of the thesis and therefore are not discussed here. 

Rather, the discussion will move on to the characterisation and suspense in the five short stories in the 

collection Don’t Look Now. The five short stories are discussed in the light of the above theory of 

characterisation. 

The beginning of ‘Not After Midnight’ is interesting in terms of suspense and exposition. 

The first few pages of the story have much expositional material. The very first sentence of the short 

story is ‘I am a schoolmaster by profession’ (58). This, of course, is a text-book example of expositional 

material. It gives the reader basic background information on the narrator of the story, Mr Timothy 

Grey. More exposition is to follow: on the next page, there is a brief account of Mr Grey’s hobby of oil 

painting and a beginning of an entire paragraph on the private history and interests of Mr Grey. ‘Here, 

briefly, a word about my personal life’ (59) is followed by an account on, among other things, Mr Grey’s 

marital status, age, education, hobbies and interests as well as a broken-off engagement twenty-odd 

years ago. Using Sternberg’s (Expositional Modes 24–26) criteria, I would claim that all of the paragraph 

is easily identified as expositional material. The subject matter of the paragraph occurs before the 

action of the short story in the fabula. It is not very specific but deals with recurrent habits such as 

playing badminton. Nor is it very concrete or detailed. The only actual occurrence is the engagement 
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which was broken off. But even here there is little specificity: the girl is portrayed as pretty and a 

neighbour, but nothing more is said of her. Furthermore, the state of affairs depicted in the paragraph 

is static as opposed to the more dynamic nature of the paragraphs describing the action of the story. 

Much of the information given in the exposition is unnecessary, even irrelevant to the 

story. In order to understand the story that follows, readers do not really need this much information 

on Timothy Grey. They can make sense of the story even if they do not know that Mr Grey plays cricket, 

golf and badminton and that the girl he was engaged to marry married someone else. However, the 

information serves another purpose. It shows that Mr Grey is an ordinary person, or, as he states it: ‘I 

am probably a dull man’ (60). This statement and the fact that readers know something about him 

makes it easier to relate to and sympathise with Mr Grey. This makes readers more interested in Mr 

Grey’s fate, which increases the suspense experienced. It is also possible that readers feel sorry for Mr 

Grey because he has been rejected by the girl he wanted to marry, which, in turn, might make them 

even more sympathetic towards him. 

The amount of detail in Mr Grey’s portrayal of himself also adds to the realistic effect of 

the story. Ian Watt states that in order to qualify as realism, a story must ‘be acted out by particular 

people in particular circumstances, rather than, as had been common in the past, by general human 

types’ (15). In light of Watt’s concept of ‘realistic particularity’ (17), the expositional material makes 

‘Not After Midnight’ more realistic: all the detailed features Mr Grey mentions make him resemble a 

living and breathing person, an individual. It is, naturally, easier to be emotionally invested in the fate 

of an individual person than a general type.  

The amount of expositional material at the beginning of ‘Not After Midnight’ suggest that 

the exposition is in fact located at the beginning of a story. Sternberg has shown this assumption to be 

untrue in several cases (Expositional Modes 6–7), and it is also untrue in the case of ‘Not After 

Midnight’. Although most of the exposition in ‘Not After Midnight’ is situated at the beginning of the 

short story, there is also important expositional material located elsewhere in the story. For example, 

Mr Grey’s name is revealed to the reader well into the story, only after his arrival to the island of Crete 

(64). Moreover, the Stolls who prove to be central to the plot are not introduced to the reader until 

later (67–68). Similarly, the true nature of the Stolls’ boat trips that everybody presumes to be just 

innocent fishing trips is uncovered long time after readers first learn about them. Using Sternberg’s 

terms (Expositional Modes 35–36), exposition in ‘Not After Midnight’ can be viewed as both 

concentrated (appears as one block of information) and distributed (spread over the narrative).  

Furthermore, the relationship between the Stolls and their individual characters are 

misleadingly portrayed. Mrs Stoll is depicted as overshadowed and bullied by her husband, someone 
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innocent and prim-looking (‘like a Sunday school teacher’, 75) and to be pitied for her unfortunate 

choice of husband. Mr Grey repeatedly expresses his pity of her: for example, ‘I feel sorry for the wife’ 

(71) and ‘I don’t know how she puts up with him’ (76). This view of Mrs Stoll is later shown to be false. 

First, Mr Grey discovers that Mrs Stoll is the one doing the diving necessary to uncover the treasures 

in the wreck. She is not a passive onlooker in relation to her husband’s schemes, but an active 

participant in executing them. The final blow to the falsely innocent view of Mrs Stoll is the ending of 

the story: she has (apparently) murdered her husband and fled the country with another man. This 

type of expositional manipulation is what Pettersson calls misleading (103–104). The reader has been 

led to believe something of a character that is not true in order to have them surprised at the end. The 

structure is common in detective novels, but, as Pettersson argues (104) and as is here shown in the 

case of ‘Not After Midnight’, it can be used in other types of fiction as well. 

Also, in ‘Don’t Look Now’ the expositional material is mainly situated close to the 

beginning of the story, but it is presented piecemeally, that is, the exposition is distributed. Background 

information about the main characters is slowly revealed to readers. More mundane things are quite 

plainly stated, whereas the more exciting information that plays an important role in terms of the plot 

is withheld. The fact that John and Laura are husband and wife is obvious from the first sentence of 

the story.  Even their names are revealed at first mention. However, the revelation that they have lost 

a child is postponed. First, it is hinted that there is something that they have run away from by traveling 

to Italy and that Laura is ‘beginning to get over it’ (2). What this ‘ghost’ (3) is, is yet to be explained. A 

few pages later, an explanation is provided: a child has died, a girl that ‘meant everything’ to Laura (4). 

The cause of death, meningitis, is not revealed until much later (11), which may leave readers 

wondering whether there was something sinister about the death of the girl. The fact that they have 

lost a child is crucial for the development of the plot, therefore it is even more intriguing that the 

information is withheld, and the disclosure is done gradually.  

As to the twin sisters, readers learn about their existence, their advanced age and their 

apparently being twins on the very first page of the story. Their appearance is described in great detail 

further on (3). Yet the most important thing about the two sisters – that one of them is blind and claims 

to be a medium – is not disclosed until much later (7). Even then, the information is given by Laura, 

and John, who focalises the story, does not believe it to be true. Readers are also left in uncertainty 

over whether the twins are only frauds trying to do some mischief; readers cannot be certain of 

whether the vision of Christine sitting with Laura and John is genuine. This uncertainty is constantly 

present as the story evolves and John’s sceptical attitude towards it is what ultimately leads to his 

unhappy end. If John would have believed the sisters warning him that he is in danger, he might have 



43 
 

left Venice and thus survived. This uncertainty is also connected to questions of focalisation and is thus 

discussed with more detail in 5.1. 

In ‘A Border-Line Case’ expositional information about the main characters is, just as in 

‘Don’t Look Now’, scattered, but in this case appears relatively early in the story. Exposition is mainly 

implicit. That, readers learn in passing that the protagonist is called Shelagh, that she is an actress, that 

her father has been ill for a while and that she does not like her mother very much. Just once the 

exposition is explicit: the explanation that Bella is her mother’s sister and has a house in southern 

France is given in parenthesis (119). Most importantly, the one truly significant fact is left unrevealed: 

Shelagh’s real father is, in fact, Nick, the former best friend of the person she believes to be her father. 

Her father realising this is what kills him and launches the story. Like Shelagh, during most of the story 

readers are left to wonder what her father saw in Shelagh that was so horrible it killed him.  

The fact that Shelagh does not know that Nick is her father makes her visit to Ireland 

possible. If Shelagh had found out the truth of her actual father before the trip, she probably would 

not have gone to visit Nick unannounced. Thus, some of the most suspenseful scenes of the story 

would not have happened: Shelagh would not have gone to the lakeside in the dark, would not have 

been surprised by two strange men and would definitely not have been hijacked to an island. 

However, it could be argued that readers would feel suspense even if they knew that Nick 

was Shelagh’s father. If so, the source for suspense would be entirely different: when Shelagh starts to 

feel attracted to Nick, readers would feel horrified and scared of what might happen, and when Nick 

and Shelagh become intimate, readers would probably be shocked and appalled. By contrast, the 

element of surprise that readers get at the end of the story would be lost. This surprise is arguably one 

of the key elements of the story which would not be as effective without it. 

 Nick is an interesting character in terms of exposition. Shelagh and readers learn 

relatively much about him before actually meeting him. Whether this information is reliable and 

correct, neither Shelagh nor readers know. Shelagh’s father describes Nick as gallant but at the same 

time ‘a border-line case’ (120), who is not mentally stable and might have got himself mixed up in 

something unpleasant. Her mother, in turn, says that she could not make her mind about Nick: he 

could be at times the greatest fun and the light of the party and at other times withdrawn and sarcastic. 

Such descriptions only in part correspond to what is later told about him. Nick is, in fact, extremely 

gallant and a great entertainer. He has got himself mixed up in something, but is not ‘a border-line 

case’ in the sense Shelagh has understood her father to mean, that is, mentally instable. Rather, the 

border line as mentioned by Shelagh’s father and the title of the story refers to the actual Irish border 

and the rebellious activities Nick is organising with his comrades. 
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 But Shelagh’s – and possibly the readers’ – notion of Nick does not hold. Shelagh starts 

to fall in love with him and sees him as a charming and attractive hero, who fights for what he believes 

in. This notion starts to crack when Nick confesses to Shelagh that he has taken advantage of his best 

friend’s drunken wife, that is Shelagh’s mother. Furthermore, Nick sends Shelagh off back to England 

almost immediately after they have had intercourse and Shelagh has confessed her love for him. Nick 

does not give Shelagh a chance for a proper goodbye, but humiliates her in front of his comrades. 

Readers are first led to make assumptions about Nick’s character, then led to believe he is gallant and 

finally Nick’s true colours are revealed. As with Mr and Mrs Stoll, exposition is used to give a false view 

of a character. But here readers are first given the possibility to freely imagine Nick who has not yet 

appeared in person. This invites readers to form their own expectations guided only by the insufficient 

portrayals by Shelagh’s mother and father. 

 In ‘The Way of the Cross’ the setting as well as the characters of the story are introduced 

on the first few pages. At this point, the story is focalised by the Reverend Babcock. He is looking at 

the city of Jerusalem across the valley and thinking about his role on the trip. Readers learn that he 

was not supposed to make this trip with the company, but is substituting for their own vicar who has 

taken ill. In his thoughts, he goes through all the other members of the company. Thus, readers get a 

short introduction of all the parishioners as well as Babcock’s opinion on them. He does not present 

the other members of the party in a favourable light: Babcock does not seem to have a good opinion 

on any one of them. Consequently, readers’ first impression on the other characters as well as Babcock 

himself is bound to be somewhat negative. However, when the story continues and focalisation shifts 

from one character to another, much more is learned about each of the characters and their mutual 

relationships: the characterisation continues indirectly through the actions of the characters as well as 

through their thoughts about and opinions on each other. In the beginning, their weaknesses and 

shortcomings are emphasised, but gradually a more humane and positive side of each character 

becomes visible. 

  ‘The Breakthrough’ is exposition-wise very different from the other stories. While for 

instance in ‘Not After Midnight’ much background information is given on Mr Grey, here the readers 

get to know very little about the narrator. On the first page, it is implicitly revealed that he is an 

electronics engineer working for Associated Electronics Ltd (257). The next page reveals that he is 

called Saunders (258); his first name Stephen is only mentioned a few pages later (260). Moreover, 

readers get to know that he has no strong religious beliefs (according to information MacLean has, 

275) and that he has been interested in machines since he was a child (279). This is all the expositional 

material on Saunders available in the story. Unlike the readers of ‘Not After Midnight’, the readers of 
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‘The Breakthrough’ do not learn what the narrator looks like, how old he is, what his marital status is 

or what his hobbies are.  The scant expositional material is scattered throughout the story. This is 

obviously very different from ‘Not After Midnight’ and ‘The Way of the Cross’, in which most of the 

expositional material on the characters is contained in a one stretch in the first few pages of the stories. 

The other characters in the story receive a more detailed description. The dramatis 

personae of the story are introduced one at the time and each character is depicted and named when 

they first meet Saunders. First, he meets Ken (260), then MacLean and Robbie (266), then Janus (267) 

and finally Mrs Janus and Niki (281). Moreover, major parts of the personal history of almost all of 

these characters are revealed. For example, Ken is a young boy, ‘not more than about nineteen’ (260), 

suffers from leukaemia (276) and has worked at a US military base earlier (280). Robbie is a doctor 

who has worked ‘in hospitals, in homes, in refugee camps after the war’ (277), where he has 

encountered scores of suffering patients and watched them die.  

Some of the information given on Ken and Robbie (such as the fact that Ken has leukaemia 

and Robbie is a doctor) is necessary for the development of the plot, but some of it is not. However, 

the information is there and because of the principle of selectivity in fiction and art in general 

(Sternberg, Expositional Modes 17), it is there for a purpose. The fact that Ken is young makes his dying 

of leukaemia more touching than if he were older. The mention of his former workplace makes his 

characterisation more concrete and specific, thus adding to the realistic effect. Robbie’s account of his 

professional history (277) makes Robbie who has so far been left rather distant to readers seem 

considerably more humane. All in all, such details make the readers feel closer to the characters, thus 

adding to the suspense and curiosity about the characters’ fates. 

In comparison to the other characters of the story, the exposition about MacLean and Niki 

is exceptional, as important expositional material concerning them is presented before the narrator 

even meets them. MacLean is mentioned even on the very first page: Saunders’ chief tells him that 

‘James MacLean is a very old friend of mine’ (257). They went to Cambridge together and Saunders’s 

chief is sending him to Saxmere as a personal favour. Moreover, readers learn that MacLean has been 

meddling with experiments ‘of rather a dubious nature’ (257), but that the chief does not know what 

his current project is about. On the next page, the chief describes MacLean as ‘an enthusiast, the kind 

that won’t let go. A fanatic in his way’ (258). He also explains that MacLean was at one time interested 

in bird migration and at another nearly abandoned physics for neurology. Furthermore, it is revealed 

that MacLean tragically lost his wife after only a year of marriage (258). This expositional material 

paints a picture of a slightly deranged, fanatic scientist whose mysterious project could be virtually 

anything. What could create a more anticipatory and suspenseful effect in a science-fiction-like story 
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than a possibly insane scientist with a top-secret project? I would venture to claim that as far as 

characters go, it would be difficult to imagine a more suspenseful premise. 

MacLean’s case also raises the question of how reliable the expositional material provided 

is and what conclusions readers and the other characters can possibly draw based on that material. 

Saunders’ chief claims that MacLean did not take up neurology but remained a physicist when 

persuaded to do so by his late wife. This, of course, is later proven to be untrue, as MacLean’s 

experiments are termed ‘psychical research’ (276) by Saunders and are very much focused on the 

brains of his guinea pigs. Thus, the mention of neurology is actually a hint unintended by the chief: it 

hints at what kind of research Saunders is going to take part in once in Saxmere. Saunders considers 

MacLean’s wife having died to be an explanation for why MacLean behaves in a way that seems rather 

insane: ‘I wondered what deep inner loneliness had driven him to this vain quest after the intangible. 

Then I remembered that his wife had died. Doubtless his theoretical bunk had saved him’ (274). 

Whether or not MacLean’s scientific pursuit has anything to do with his wife’s death, this is the 

explanation served to readers. While readers cannot take for granted any other expositional material 

coming from other characters and conclusions based on that material, hinting that the death of his 

wife might have affected MacLean’s mental stability creates tension in the story: tension about 

whether MacLean sane or insane. It is closely linked to an even more important question as to whether 

MacLean’s theory is really feasible or just a product of a deranged imagination. 

Niki, in turn, is first mentioned (although not by name) by Ken while he is listing MacLean’s 

guinea pigs (265). She is mentioned again when MacLean wants to impress Saunders and sends a call-

note to Niki late in the evening thus making her and her mother phone him (270–271). She is said to 

be the daughter of Mrs J, that is, Janus’ wife. Almost immediately after the call Saunders is told that 

Niki ‘suffers from retarded development’ (271). According to MacLean, this makes Niki an excellent 

subject to his experiments, but why this is so is only revealed later in the story. The fact that Niki suffers 

from some sort of mental disability is significant in terms of the plot, and it also raises ethical questions 

and affects readers’ view of MacLean. The question about whether it is morally right for MacLean to 

use not only a child but a particularly vulnerable child as his guinea pig is left for readers to decide on. 

Niki’s vulnerability is yet another reason why readers might become concerned about her fate: a 

vulnerable child is bound to make readers feel at least some sympathy. When Saunders and Ken are 

at Janus’ house, Saunders notices a photograph of Niki and praises it to her mother. At this point, the 

mother reveals that the girl in the picture is actually Penny, Niki’s dead twin sister (282). The deceased 

twin sister proves to be the reason why Niki is such a good guinea pig:  Ken explains that MacLean 

believes that Niki’s Force Six is doubled because of the dead sister (283). Later, it is also revealed that 



47 
 

Penny was what is termed ‘normal’ (287) and did not suffer from the same developmental problems 

as Niki. The death of a sister can also make readers pity Niki and feel for her, thus forming an emotional 

connection to the character and contributing to the concern felt for her. 

The stories in Don’t Look Now employ various methods of characterisation in order to 

make readers care for what happens to the characters. Explicit expositional material, characters’ 

actions and thoughts and their names provide information about characters. The way in which 

information is given as well as its location affect the reading process. Different expositional patterns 

are used in the stories to gain certain effects and mislead readers: for instance, information about 

MacLean is given piecemeally and that makes it possible for readers to be suspicious about his mental 

stability. Withholding expositional material is also a powerful tool that can help create suspense, as is 

the case in ‘A Border-Line Case’. The following sub-chapter presents a few concluding remarks on 

characterisation’s role in suspense.  

 

4.3. Concluding remarks  

Before continuing to the questions of narration, focalisation and narrative organisation, 

let me conclude my discussion on suspense and characterisation. In this chapter I have discussed the 

ways in which concern for characters is established and how exposition and characterisation affect 

suspense in five narratives by Daphne du Maurier in particular. 

In this chapter the mechanisms of creating concern for a character have been discussed. 

The morality of characters has been mentioned as one possible origin for the concern, but it has been 

discarded as insufficient: readers are able to feel suspense for the fate of characters who behave 

morally questionably. Closely linked to morality, the normative polarisation has been treated as a 

suspense strategy. Morality as a sole origin for readerly investment been discarded, it is obvious that 

polarisation relying on the morality of characters cannot explain suspense, but it can be used to 

reinforce readers’ views on a set of characters and manipulate their expectations. However, the 

polarisation is in no way necessary and might even be counterproductive in some cases. 

I have argued that in order to experience suspense readers must have an emotional 

investment in the story: they must be interested in the fate of a character. In other words, readers 

must feel concern for characters. As in real life, this concern is only established if readers know the 

characters or have an emotional connection to them. The closer they feel to characters, just as for real 

people, the more concerned they are about their future. Therefore, a sufficient amount of 

characterisation is necessary in order to familiarise readers with the protagonists. 
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Direct and indirect characterisation as well as characterisation through analogy can be 

used to familiarise readers with the characters. In other words, characters can be depicted through 

explicitly stated information, their actions and dialogue or metaphorically through comparison to 

another entity. Particularly exposition plays an important role by giving readers information and 

creating a realistic picture of human-like individual rather than a prototypical stock character. The 

name of a character may also reveal something essential about their nature or act as an omen.  

Finally, it must be emphasised that although my analytical chapters focus only on one 

prerequisite for suspense at a time, it is important to remember that the techniques discussed in 

connection with one prerequisite might also be used to achieve other goals. Thus, characterisation can 

be used to other aims aside from creating concern for characters. For instance, the unreliable portrayal 

of such characters as MacLean in ‘The Breakthrough’, the Stolls in ‘Not After Midnight’ or Nick in ‘A 

Border-Line Case’ adds to the uncertainty experienced by readers: they do not possess enough 

information to be able to make reliable judgements of character or they are misled into believing 

something about a character that does not turn out to be true. Thus, characterisation and exposition 

can also be used to manipulate readers’ expectations. In summary, it is fair to say that characterisation 

is a versatile technique that can be used for many ends, including all the three prerequisites for 

suspense established in this thesis.  

The following chapter takes a closer look at narrative organisation and temporal ordering 

and how it is used to create suspense, in particular through uncertainty. 
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5. Suspense, narrative and uncertainty 

One of the prerequisites for suspense identified in this thesis is uncertainty. In the context 

of suspense studies, uncertainty refers to the inability of readers to decide which of the range of 

possible outcomes will materialise and, according to Gerrig, it is one possible origin for suspense (94). 

Carroll also links uncertainty to suspense: for him, uncertainty has to do with only two possible 

outcomes, in other words, success or failure by the protagonist (72–74). In my view, uncertainty is 

closely related to both anticipation and unreliability. Anticipating future developments would be 

unnecessary without uncertainty: anticipation requires more than one possible outcome, in other 

words, readers must be uncertain of what is going to happen. Unreliability in narration is one way of 

making readers feel more uncertain: the number of possible outcomes multiplies, if readers feel that 

they are not told the whole truth. 

This chapter explores the ways in which uncertainty and suspense are established on the 

level of narrative. First I examine questions of narration and focalisation, then I discuss the role of 

temporal ordering and overall organisation of a story into a narrative.  

 

5.1. Narration and focalisation 

Narration and focalisation are an integral part of any narrative. Although it is sometimes 

easy for readers to ignore the existence of a narrating instance or a focalizing entity, the choice of a 

specific type of narration or focalisation has a major impact on the way a story is perceived by the 

reader. It could be said that the presence of a narrator is one of the main aspects that make sujet 

different from its fabula. The choice of narrator brings not only a voice to the story but also restrictions 

to its viewpoint. Such restrictions are possibly reinforced by focalisation. Restrictions can also lead to 

uncertainty. Thus, it is no wonder that narration and focalisation also play an important role in creating 

suspense. 

Both ‘Don’t Look Now’ and ‘A Border-Line Case’ are narrated by a third-person narrator 

but are mainly focalised through one character. In other words, they employ fixed internal focalisation. 

This type of focalisation obviously creates restrictions as to what readers learn about the characters 

and situations.  

John is the character through whom most of the focalizing is done in ‘Don’t Look Now’. 

Hence, what readers learn about the story and the characters is primarily restricted to the information 

John possesses. Consequently, at the beginning of the story, readers do not learn enough of the twins 
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to be able to decide whether they are morally good or bad. Since the story is focalised by John, 

everything readers learn about the twins is based on what Laura tells John about them. Readers do 

not have direct access to what the twins tell her and how they behave towards her and each other. 

John does not meet the sisters before he goes to the police station to apologise to them. Information 

given by the way of exposition does not form sufficient grounds for making ethical judgements on the 

morality of the two ladies. Therefore, it is almost impossible to draw conclusions about their nature 

and reliability. This gives readers cause for uncertainty which contributes to the suspense of the story.  

The internal laws of probability are not established so as to enable readers to decide 

whether there is some actual danger to John and Laura. Du Maurier does not reveal to readers whether 

psychic readings and other supernatural phenomena are real possibilities in the fictional world or not. 

For example, in fantasy stories, it is often clear from the outset that magic and the supernatural are 

part of the storyworld. Expositional material in ‘Don’t Look Now’ does not help readers to work out 

the probability of the warning’s truthfulness. Thus, readers do not know if they should believe in the 

psychic powers of a twin sister therefore infer that a real danger to John and Laura exists. The 

focaliser’s negative attitude towards the twin sisters can further increase the uncertainty.  

 Similarly, in ‘A Border-Line Case’, fixedness of the focalisation contributes to the 

suspense. Because Shelagh is the focaliser, readers do not learn the true cause of her father’s horror 

and his consequent death at the beginning of the story. Shelagh keeps speculating about what her 

father might have seen in her that would have caused such horror:  

‘Why?’ she asked herself. ‘What happened? What did I do?’ Because when he cried out, using her 

pet name Jinnie, it was not as if he had been seized with sudden pain on waking from sleep. It did 

not seem like that at all, but more as though his cry was one of accusation, that she had done 

something appalling that it suspended all belief. ‘Oh no… Oh, Jinnie… Oh my God…!’ (113) 

Shelagh believes that she somehow did something that caused her father’s death and feels desperate. 

Later, the doctor explains that her father would have died in any case eventually, and that Shelagh 

should not blame herself. However, the readers and Shelagh are left wondering what really happened; 

the answer to that question is revealed only at the very end of the story. 

There are several other scenes in ‘A Border-Line Case’ in which focalisation also makes a 

difference in terms of the interpretation of the scene in question. The suspense in the lakeside scene 

obviously has much to do with focalisation. Since Shelagh does not know what the two men are 

planning to do and what kind of characters they are, readers do not possess such information either. 

This creates uncertainty in terms of what is going to happen, and readers wonder whether Shelagh is 

going to be hurt or not. Similarly, when Shelagh is brought to the archaeological site in the morning, 



51 
 

she does not know what the site is and imagines it to be a gruesome place where she is possibly going 

to be killed. Readers must again be satisfied with the information Shelagh possesses and have no way 

of knowing that the place as well as the intentions of Nick are totally innocent at this point.  In this 

passage, the suspense is only possible because the story is focalised through Shelagh. A steward 

escorting a visitor to a place in the woods where his master is working would seem quite ordinary and 

mundane, if Shelagh’s inner panic were not described. Also, if readers had access to the thoughts of 

the steward or Nick, it would probably be evident that nothing sinister is going to happen in the forest. 

In both ‘Don’t Look Now’ and ‘A Border-Line Case’ the third-person narrator focalises 

(mainly) through one character. Aside from posing restrictions to perspective which then contribute 

to suspense, focalizing through one character affects the relationship between characters and readers. 

When a narrative is focalised through a character, readers learn more about this character than other 

characters. In a sense, focalisation allows deeper characterisation: readers know more about the 

focaliser and therefore have a potential to feel closer to that character. Thus, because they know these 

characters better, readers have more concern for them. This concern, then, is the starting point for 

suspense.  

‘The Way of the Cross’ employs variable internal focalisation: the story is narrated by a 

third-person narrator, but focalisation constantly shifts from one character to another. Readers learn 

multiple characters’ thoughts and experience their viewpoints. This is necessary because readers are 

supposed to have concern for all of them: virtually every character in the story winds up in a situation 

where there is a possible danger over which readers are supposed to experience suspense. 

Moreover, shifting focalisation allows du Maurier to repeatedly use cliff-hangers. One 

cliff-hanger occurs when Jim Foster flees through the crowd after being accused of a theft. There are 

policemen near him and something in his chest starts hurting, but at this point the focalisation shifts 

to Jill Smith (235). Another, possibly even more suspenseful cliff-hanger occurs when Miss Dean falls 

into the pool. She is in the pool, her mouth is filled with water and there is no one around who could 

help her. Once again, the focalisation quite suddenly shifts, from her to the Reverend Babcock. The 

parson is also experiencing difficulties because his stomach is turning, and he is unable to get out of 

the church. Thus, readers end up with a cliff-hanger: when Babcock knows he cannot hold it any longer, 

the focalisation shifts to Bob Smith. The technique is commonly employed in television series which 

contain multiple storylines with a set of several characters: the scene moves from one character and 

storyline to another through multiple cliff-hangers. After a while the same storyline is picked up again 

and continued where it ended earlier. ‘The Way of the Cross’ follows the structure of multiple cliff-
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hangers that delays the unfolding of the events simultaneously in multiple storylines, thus prolonging 

and strengthening the anticipation experienced by readers. 

The use of a third-person narrator in a narrative also permits dramatic irony: it is possible 

for the narrator (and, by extension, readers) to know something that one or several characters do not 

know. Wulff links this narrative trait to suspense: according to him, it can be suspenseful for readers 

to know about a danger of which the protagonist is unaware (11). It is also one aspect of what Gerrig 

terms modelling a lack of knowledge (99). His concept is firmly linked to both suspense and 

uncertainty: lack of knowledge experienced by readers or characters while the other party possesses 

some knowledge brings forth uncertainty and suspense.  

In ‘The Way of the Cross’ the suspense is augmented by a lack of knowledge: readers know 

something that some characters do not. In the evening, when the party decides to take a walk to the 

Garden of Gethsemane, Jim Foster and Jill Smith decide to hide among the trees behind the wall in 

order to enjoy ‘a little harmless fun’ (206) as Jim Foster phrases it. Readers must suspect that they are 

committing adultery, which is proven to be the case by Jim’s thoughts and Jill’s remorse the next day. 

At this point readers know that they are hiding among the trees, but the other characters lack this 

knowledge. It is safe to presume that if Jim and Jill were found hiding, the consequences would be 

severe. The fear that they should be found out is increased by the following narrative: Kate Foster and 

Bob Smith start out to look for their spouses and Bob spots two figures among trees (208). The mention 

of the trees might temporarily scare readers, but the figures turn out to be Lady Althea and Miss Dean. 

Later on, trees are mentioned again, and Bob sees another figure: this time it is only Reverend Babcock. 

A figure among trees is spotted for the third time when little Robin appears from behind the trees. By 

this point, trees have presumably become narrativised and especially alongside with the mention of 

human figures they could give readers a temporary scare. Finally, Miss Dean sits next to the break on 

wall and notices ‘some sort of scuffle in the trees behind her’ (213). She hears two voices from behind 

it. Once again, readers have reason to worry that Jim and Jill will get caught. However, a few moments 

later Jim and Jill emerge from behind the wall and discreetly join the others. Robin gives another fright 

when he confesses he has seen the pair of them: ‘”Oh, Mr Foster and Mrs Smith were under the trees 

through the gap in that wall,” said Robin, “and I’m afraid they can’t have had a very good view of 

Jerusalem. I flashed my torch on you once, Mr Foster, but your back was turned.”’ No one seems to 

take notice of this, and they start discussing Colonel Mason instead. Apparently, even though Kate and 

Bob appear to have their suspicions, Jim and Jill have not been found out and their actions have not 

been conclusively proven, so they will not have to face any consequences for their behaviour. Still, 
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there have been a few close calls that might have scared readers, thus increasing the overall suspense 

of the story. 

In ‘Not After Midnight’ and ‘The Breakthrough’, the narration is more restricted than in 

the collection’s other stories: they both have a first-person narrator whose viewpoint is the only one 

present in the narrative. The restriction of perspective creates similar effects to those of one-person 

focalisation.  In ‘The Breakthrough’ uncertainty about MacLean’s morality and mental health makes 

readers form hypotheses and expectations creating anticipation and suspense. Equal effects would not 

be possible if readers had access to MacLean’s thoughts. Similarly, an access to the mind of characters 

other than Mr Grey would spoil much of the suspense present in ‘Not After Midnight’. For instance, it 

would be less suspenseful if readers knew why the cleaner gets scared when Mr Grey enters the cabin, 

or if it was known what Mr and Mrs Stoll do in their spare time and how Mrs Stoll feels about her 

husband.  

Regardless whether narrators are omniscient or restricted, authors/narrators can make 

choices on how and in which order to tell the story. It must be remembered that even a first-person 

narrator usually tells the story sometime after it has happened and thus already knows how it ends. 

By choosing to reveal the outcome at a certain point in the narrative, the narrator (and the author) can 

create effects like suspense and curiosity. In the next section I discuss questions of order and 

organisation, including the role of beginnings and endings.  

 

5.2. Organisation and temporal ordering 

Order, as defined by Genette (Narrative Discourse 35, see also 2.1.), is an important aspect 

of narrative temporality. By distorting the natural, chronological order of the narrative, interesting 

literary effects like suspense can be created. One of the primary aims of fiction is to create and 

maintain narrative interest, and the ordering and distribution strategies are one way of reaching this 

aim (Sternberg, Expositional Modes 45). Genette calls the distortions of narrative order anachronies 

naming two different types of them: prolepsis and analepsis (Narrative Discourse 40). Prolepsis is a 

section of narrative ‘evoking in advance an event that will take place later’ (Genette, Narrative 

Discourse 40) while its counterpart analepsis is an ‘evocation after the fact of an event that took place 

earlier than the point in the story where we are at any given moment’ (ibid.).  

In ‘Not After Midnight’ the beginning of the sujet is interesting in terms of the organisation 

of the story, because it reveals the end of the fabula and even speculates on the possible future. In 

other words, it uses prolepsis to awaken readers’ curiosity. The narrative has much expositional 
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material at the beginning: it starts with a sentence stating Mr Grey’s profession and further on there 

is a substantial block of expositional material (as already explained in 4.1.). However, between these 

pieces of exposition, the narrator reveals parts of what happens at the end of the fabula. However, he 

is being enigmatic at this point and leaves some important aspects unexplained. According to 

Sternberg, it is often wise not to situate a major block of exposition right at the outset of a narrative 

since that might prove a boring read (Expositional Modes 45–46). By including both the start and the 

end of the fabula in the beginning of ‘Not After Midnight’, du Maurier manages to stimulate readers’ 

imagination by hinting at interesting future developments while filling major gaps of knowledge 

relating to the expositional material. 

To use Genette’s terms, the narrative of ‘Not After Midnight’ starts with a prolepsis that 

is external to the narrative. The narrative itself recounts what happened on the narrator’s holiday on 

Crete, but the start of the sujet reports developments outside the scope of this holiday. The narrator 

mentions that he is suffering from ‘a bug’, has given his notice and after writing down his history, might 

either get himself to a hospital or die from the bug. However, the real cause of his suffering is left 

unknown: the narrator blames ‘the bug’ for his problems without explaining what the nature of this 

bug is. This prolepsis leaves the reader with something to look forward to, something to anticipate. 

This way of organising a story is relatively rare. Since the straight chronological order is the most 

natural arrangement of a story, any deviation must therefore have an artistic purpose (Sternberg, 

Expositional Modes 33). Therefore, it is possible to argue that revealing the end result last has an 

artistic purpose, namely, contributing to the suspense of the story and adding to the reader’s curiosity 

to find out what has led to the current situation. In fact, Genette mentions that prolepsis could also be 

termed anticipation with obvious psychological connotations (Narrative Discourse 39–40). Since 

anticipation is a starting point of suspense (Wulff 1), it is easy to make the connection between this 

type of enigmatic prolepsis and suspense. On the other hand, the fact that readers want to know what 

has happened to the narrator could also be termed curiosity, which according to Sternberg is directed 

to past events (‘Universals of Narrative I’, 327).  

 The narrator of ‘Not After Midnight’ does ‘not specify the nature of the bug’ (58) to the 

head of the school nor, by extension, to readers but leaves them wondering. The real ‘bug’ – alcoholism 

– is not revealed to readers until the very last paragraph of the story. The nature of the ‘bug’ constitutes 

a temporary gap in the story. Sternberg explains that temporary gaps are used to arouse the readers’ 

curiosity and create suspense as well as to encourage making hypotheses (Expositional Modes 51). 

They serve the dynamics of expectation while giving readers to imagine a wide range of possible plot 

developments. This obviously adds to the uncertainty experienced by readers. 
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When ‘the bug’ is finally revealed to be a euphemism for Mr Grey’s alcoholism, it is not 

done in a straightforward way. The sudden finding of Mr Stoll’s dead body upsets Mr Grey and in the 

face of the dead drunkard he sees resemblances to Dionysus, the god of wine, to his satyr tutor Silenos 

and to himself ‘as [he] should see them soon reflected in a mirror’ (110). This can be interpreted so 

that Mr Grey becomes traumatised by the finding and consequently suffers the fate of Silenos. Silenos, 

or Silenus, in Greek mythology is a follower of Dionysus and notorious for his excessive alcohol 

consumption and constant drunkenness (see e.g. Hamilton 42). Silenus’ appearance is unattractive, 

even repugnant. Mr Stoll is also portrayed as an ugly drunkard. Therefore, if the reflection that Mr 

Grey is soon going to see in the mirror is that of Mr Stoll, Dionysus and Silenos, it is quite clear that he 

is going to suffer from alcoholism that will even change his appearance. This is, of course, implied at 

the beginning of the story: his pupils see the change in him and ‘nudged one another when I came into 

class, or with stifled laughter, bent their loathsome little heads’ (58–59).  

Regarding endings, James Phelan makes a distinction between closure and completeness 

(214). Closure is connected to the way in which the end of the narrative is signalled in its discourse, 

while completeness has to do with the resolution of instabilities and tensions evoked earlier in the 

narrative. Therefore, completeness is closely linked to suspense and its relief. Endings have different 

levels of completeness depending on how big a portion of instabilities and tensions are resolved and 

to what degree that is done (Phelan 214). Peter Rabinowitz, in turn, claims that endings are usually 

prefigured in the beginning, and readers expect it to be so (305). He maintains that there is an 

interpretive convention of conclusive endings, which allows readers to interpret endings as 

conclusions (304). However, there are also ways to frustrate these expectations and authors once in a 

while choose to use them (305).  

To use Phelan’s terms, the ending of ‘Not After Midnight’ does not clearly signal the 

approaching closure, but it offers a substantial degree of completeness. The major tensions and 

instabilities are resolved even though it is not done in an obvious way. Readers finally learn what ‘the 

bug’ mentioned at the beginning is – even if that is not explicitly stated – and the true nature of Mr 

and Mrs Stoll as well as the dynamics of their relationship are finally uncovered. In Rabinowitz’s terms, 

it is possible to speak of a conclusive ending that offers explanation to the entire narrative. The ending 

has also been prefigured in the beginning, which is natural as it has already been established that the 

beginning is a prolepsis to the end of the fabula. The suspense the reader has experienced during the 

reading process has been released. 

As noted above, Rabinowitz emphasises the importance of beginnings and endings in a 

narrative (300). They belong to those parts of a text that have what he terms a privileged position and 
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are thus significant in guiding readers’ interpretation and expectations. ‘Not After Midnight’ is not the 

only short story in the collection that has a beginning that can evoke suspense. Let me now analyse 

the beginnings and endings of the other stories and show how they are linked to suspense. 

‘Don’t Look Now’ begins with a scene in which Laura and John are sitting in a restaurant 

and start joking about a pair of twins a couple of tables away. Jokingly Laura and John imagine them 

to be jewel thieves or murderers, men in drag disguising themselves and trying to hypnotise John. 

Laura decides to follow one of the twins to the lavatory. She and John joke about the twin changing 

clothes and attacking Laura. While Laura is in the lavatory, John is thinking about ‘the wound’ (2) and 

‘the ghost’ (3) that Laura needs to get over with. John starts feeling unease under the stare of the 

remaining twin. Oddly enough, Laura’s visit to the lavatory seems to take longer than could be 

expected. John starts to wonder. The twin comes back before Laura. Her prolonged stay in the lavatory 

alongside with the suspicious light in which the twins have been portrayed make it easy for readers to 

start to worry about what might have happened to Laura. Finally, suspense is released as Laura returns. 

However, she seems to be shocked by something and a new reason for suspense arises. Laura cannot 

say anything at first, then she starts telling about the psychic message she has received from the twins. 

The suspense and anticipation evoked by Laura’s suspiciously long stay in the lavatory are released but 

immediately replaced by another enigma: that of whether one of the twins could really be a psychic. 

If she is not a psychic, then the question is why she does she pretend to be one. When one uncertainty 

is resolved, a new one quickly replaces it in order to maintain readers’ interest. Furthermore, ‘[t]his 

technique of mixing answers with new questions is one [du Maurier] uses throughout to keep readers 

turning the pages’ (Wissen 773). Making use of hypotheses and expectations while making readers 

uncertain of the reliability of the twins is used as a starting point for suspenseful anticipation that is 

not released until the very end of the story. 

The ending of ‘Don’t Look Now’ returns to an earlier scene giving an explanation to that 

scene and thus providing closure. The last paragraph of the narrative depicts the final image John has 

before dying: he sees Laura and the twins again on the ferry. He understands that what he saw was in 

fact the future, as the psychic twin had suggested. The vision was that of Laura returning to see his 

body. This finally explains why he saw Laura on the ferry and confirms the cataphoric mentions of him 

being a psychic as true cataphora, not snares. The final closure releases the anticipation and the 

suspense initiated by, among other things, the psychic twin’s warning. 

‘A Border-Line Case’, in turn, begins with a false sense of tranquillity and hopefulness. The 

first paragraph describes how Shelagh’s father seems to have overcome his illness. Hence the nurse 

has decided to take a free afternoon and Shelagh’s mother has gone to the hairdresser’s. According to 
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the doctor, the crisis of the illness is over, and the father just needs to rest a while. However, the peace 

and happiness does not last for long. The father wakes up, takes a horrified look at Shelagh and dies 

instantly. Shelagh does not understand what it is that has caused the sudden attack killing her father 

and keeps blaming herself.  

The mysterious death of the father serves as an ‘initiating event’ (Sternberg, ‘Universals 

of Narrative I’ 518), which gives rise to suspense. Readers, like Shelagh, do not know what made the 

father so shocked that his heart instantly stopped beating. This information is withheld, and the 

suspense is prolonged until the last couple of pages of the story. While some observant readers might 

have anticipated that Nick is Shelagh’s real father when he tells what happened between him and 

Shelagh’s mother, the truth is not explicitly revealed until the very end. According to his letter, Nick 

has noted a resemblance between himself and Shelagh. Looking at the picture taken of young Nick and 

remembering his story about her mother, Shelagh realises that he must be her actual father. The depth 

of her despair and repulsion is emphasised when readers are reminded of the scene in the van: Shelagh 

has had sex with her own father and is, in fact, in love with him. The ending does not promise a better 

future for her, since she seems to be bound to feelings of hate and deeds of destruction:  

Then she took the dagger from her belt and stabbed it through the face of the boy in the 
photograph, ripping it apart, throwing the pieces into the waste-paper basket. And when she went 
back on to the stage it was not from the Duke’s palace in Illyria that she saw herself moving 
henceforth, but out into a street, any street, where there were windows to be smashed and houses 
to burn, and stones and bricks and petrol to hand, where there where causes to despise and men 
to hate, for only by hating can you purge away love, only by sword, by fire. (182) 
 

It is left ambiguous whether she will join the cause of her actual father, Nick, or possibly fight against 

him, but fight and hate she will. 

There is a tight relationship between the beginning and the ending in ‘A Border-Line Case’. 

The beginning initiates a mystery that is only solved at the end, namely the cause for the death of 

Shelagh’s father. The ending explicitly refers to the scene at the beginning. Furthermore, the ending is 

foreshadowed in the beginning. The beginning mentions Shakespeare’s plays and his characters, most 

importantly Viola. Shelagh describes the role of Viola: ‘The yearning heart concealed beneath a cloak 

of dissimulation, the whole business of deception whetting the appetite’ (111). At the end, Shelagh is 

playing the role of Viola/Cesario mentioned at the beginning, when she receives Nick’s letter and 

picture of him playing Cesario. What is more, her description of Viola now appears to apply to Nick. In 

his youth he had a yearning heart: he yearned for Shelagh’s mother. With the help of alcohol and 

deception, he finally obtained what he wanted. Simultaneously, the quote from Shakespeare also 

refers to Shelagh: while in Ireland, she had a yearning heart, she was sexually attracted to Nick, while 

deceiving him into believing that she was a journalist writing about ex-officers. Shelagh and Nick are 
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interconnected in multiple ways: the behaviour adhering to the quotation, the roles of Viola/Cesario 

and the blood connection they share. 

The beginning of ‘The Way of the Cross’ initiates the action and introduces both the 

setting and the characters. As discussed in chapter 4, there is a block of character exposition at the 

beginning of the story, in which Babcock thinks about the other characters, thus introducing them to 

readers. Before that, however, there is a short passage that introduces the setting and the premise of 

the narrative: Reverend Babcock and a small party of other English tourists are visiting Jerusalem for 

twenty-four hours. Moreover, Babcock reveals his own reluctance to lead the trip and unfamiliarity 

with the city: he had been forced to become their leader after their own vicar had suddenly fallen ill. 

A group of tourists with an inexperienced leader in a foreign land probably serve to raise readers’ 

suspicions: something is bound go wrong on the trip. Readers have no way of knowing what is going 

to happen, but based on their experience of other similar stories and the earlier stories in the 

collection, a range of possibilities will most likely spring to mind. Even though the story is probably the 

least terrifying in the collection, readers will not be disappointed: a series of unfortunate accidents 

occur, as showcased in the discussion on cliff-hangers earlier (see 5.1.). The ending releases all the 

tensions, thus bringing closure to the story. It shows all the characters on a bus back to their ship: 

except for the minor injuries of Miss Dean and Lady Althea, everyone is unharmed and the 

relationships between the characters have become harmonious again. The suspense experienced by 

readers has been resolved.  

The beginning of ‘The Breakthrough’ helps readers to form expectations and inspires 

curiosity. As discussed in 3.1., the beginning and title of ‘The Breakthrough’ include elements that are 

likely to make readers assume that the narrative is science fiction. This assumption causes readers to 

form specific expectation, one of which probably is the expectation of suspense. However, the 

beginning also wakens readers’ curiosity. In the very first sentence, the narrator mentions that he has 

been part of some kind of ‘affair’ (257). Readers are bound to wonder what this affair is and start to 

anticipate and expect it to be revealed.  

The ending of ‘The Breakthrough’ does not offer full closure even though it might seem 

like it. The last paragraph of the narrative recounts how Niki runs, dances, laughs and plays with a dog 

happily (305). The results of the experiment have been destroyed, Niki’s sister and Ken have been freed 

and MacLean is expected to get rid of the nosy government officials without problems. Everything 

seems to be fine and most of the suspense has been released. However, MacLean has sworn that he 

shall continue with the experiment until the day he dies (303). The enigma of what happens after a 

person dies has not been resolved and he is determined to resolve it. Thus, readers are left with an 
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ominous feeling: the experiments will continue, and Niki will presumably be subjected to further 

experiments that will cause her pain. Some of the suspense and underlying menace remains. As ‘The 

Breakthrough’ is the last story in the collection, readers are left with no complete closure and with a 

hint of suspense even when they have finished reading the collection. 

As shown, the beginnings and endings play a crucial role in initiating and releasing 

suspense. For instance, the beginning of ‘Not After Midnight’ is an intriguing blend of exposition, action 

and speculation as well as the traditional and the unorthodox. However, the misleading and the 

withholding of information from readers is not restricted to the beginning and the ending of the story. 

In ‘Not After Midnight’ the first-person narrator constantly delays the narration and identification of 

objects or characters. For example, when the narrator sees somebody excavating the wreck, he first 

sees a form underwater, then realises the form belongs to a swimmer and finally identifies the 

swimmer as Mrs Stoll. The same happens when Mr Grey finds on his balcony the valuable object Mrs 

Stoll has left there in an attempt to bribe him: first the narrator notices an object at his feet, identifies 

it as a small package, speculates on its contents – a bomb? – and then finally opens the package and 

finds out it is an antique jar. This delay is especially interesting because of the type of narrator. The 

first-person narration is naturally restricted to a certain viewpoint, but in this case the narrating 

happens months after the actual incident. The narrator knows all the time that it is a jar, not a bomb 

and could just as easily have chosen to mention this immediately. Rather, the revelation is delayed in 

order to emphasise and create suspense by a kind of life-like perception. To use Genette’s terms, the 

narrative’s duration could be described as a scene that aims to correspond to the duration of the same 

event in the story (Narrative Discourse 94). According to Genette, scenic description is often connected 

with the important periods of narrative where there is much action (Narrative Discourse 109). Scenes 

emphasise the action and thus suit periods of the narrative with heightened suspense, as is the case 

in ‘Not After Midnight’. 

A similar, although not as elongated, delay appears in ‘The Way of the Cross’. Lady Althea 

bites a piece of bread and finds it harder than expected. Simultaneously, she notices a few friends and 

greets them from afar inviting them closer. Then she puts the bread into her bag and notices ‘that 

something was terribly wrong’ (229), thus waking readers’ interest. Gradually, her horror and its origin 

are recounted:  

She thrust her tongue upwards. It pricked against two sharp points. She looked down again at the 
piece of bread, and there, impaled in the ring, were her two front teeth, capped by her dentist just 
before she left London. She seized her hand-mirror in horror. The face that was hers belonged to 
her no longer. The woman who stared back at her had two small filed pegs stuck in her upper gums 
where the teeth should have been. They looked like broken matchsticks, discoloured, black. All 
trace of beauty had gone. She might have been a peasant who, old before her time, stood begging 
at a street corner. (229) 
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This loss of a couple of teeth might not appear a mortal peril to readers, but seems to be a disaster of 

great magnitude to Lady Althea herself. She is very particular about her looks and frets to be seen in 

such a state of disgrace by her posh acquaintances. Her horror might seem exaggerated, even 

humorous. The humorous effect is strengthened by the life-like perception aiming to create suspense. 

Some readers might not find this humorous at all and only perceive the suspense caused by the short 

delay in revealing what has gone terribly wrong. 

Du Maurier uses another type of delayed structure in ‘The Breakthrough’. On many 

occasions, something is hinted at or mentioned but left vague only to be later returned to. The true 

nature of MacLean’s experiments is left unknown for quite a while, even though the notoriety of his 

experiments is first mentioned on the first page of the story. When MacLean introduces Charon 1 to 

Saunders and Saunders asks what it does, MacLean is vague about it: ‘”It has several functions,” 

answered MacLean, “which I’ll explain later, but your main concern will be the voice mechanism”’ 

(269). Later it is revealed that Charon 1’s mechanical voice is used to hypnotise Ken and Niki. After 

seeing Charon 1 and 2, Saunders inquires MacLean as to the object of the experiments, and MacLean 

is again evasive:  

‘Any questions?’ 
‘Obviously,’ [sic] I replied. ‘The first being, what is the exact object of the exercise? Are you trying 
to prove that certain high-frequency signals have potentialities not only for destruction but also 
for controlling the receptive mechanism in an animal, and also the human brain?’ 
[…] 
MacLean looked at me thoughtfully. ‘Of course Charon 2 could be said to prove exactly that,’ he 
said, ‘though this is not my intention. The Ministry may possibly be very disappointed in 
consequence. No, I personally am trying to tackle something more far-reaching.’ He paused, then 
put his hand on my shoulder. ‘We’ll leave Charons 1 and 2 for tonight. Come outside for a breath 
of air.’ (271–272) 

 

MacLean’s far-reaching aim is not disclosed: Saunders and MacLean go outside, and MacLean starts 

talking about poltergeists. This intermittent discussion delays the exposition and prolongs the possible 

suspense experienced by readers. Gradually, MacLean finally reveals his goal: to prove the existence 

of Force Six and that it continues to exist after the body dies.  

Similarly, Ken’s role at Saxmere is not revealed at once. Saunders asks him what his 

position is. He asks whether Ken is Ganymede to the professor’s Jove, that is, one of the Jupiter’s 

(Jove’s) moons, meaning perhaps that Ken would be one of MacLean’s admirers, part of his entourage. 

Ken’s answer is not clear-cut: ‘”How smart of you to guess,” he answered. “That’s roughly the idea… 

to snatch me from this earth to a doubtful heaven. No, seriously, I’m Mac’s guinea-pig, along with 

Janus’s daughter and Cerberus the dog”’ (265). On hindsight, this is a clear reference to him dying and 
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possibly continuing his life in some non-bodily form. Some of the connotations of death and dying 

readers might pick up, but on the surface, Ken does not seem to reveal anything else than that he is a 

guinea pig. What kind of experiments he is involved with is not explained. Later, when MacLean is 

pondering the ethical side of his experiment, Ken’s role comes up again (275). Now, MacLean tells 

Saunders that Ken has leukaemia and is willing to let MacLean experiment on himself when the 

moment of his death comes.  

None of the delayed information is insignificant. Rather, these are major revelations that 

are central to the narrative and plot development. The issues are first hinted at, but readers are initially 

left in suspense. After a while, the wait is rewarded with something thrilling: Charon 1 is used for 

hypnosis, MacLean’s experiments are about what happens after death and Ken’s part in the 

experiment is to die. If all the information on the Charons and the experiments had been laid out to 

readers immediately, the suspense created by the delays would not have been present.  

Naturally, not all the information or expositional material, can be at the beginning of a 

narrative: things often unfold at their own pace and exposition is offered piecemeally.  What is special 

in these cases, however, is that readers learn that some information exists that is not revealed to them 

immediately. This type of conscious withholding makes it possible for readers to anticipate and await 

the exposition: they know that there is something yet unknown to them and are able to expect a 

revelation at some point. If they do not know that something is hidden, readers have no reason to feel 

suspense. Rather, if a new fact is introduced unannounced, without prior allusion, the effect would be 

surprise, not suspense which requires anticipation and expectations beforehand. This kind of 

mentioning and delaying information is closely linked to cataphora: readers cannot be certain whether 

the information to be revealed is something dangerous or exciting, which can heighten the uncertainty 

and anticipation.  

 

5.3. Concluding remarks 

This chapter has discussed narration, focalisation and narrative organisation and how 

these are connected to and create or maintain suspense. Uncertainty – the third prerequisite for 

suspense identified in this thesis – has been the main focus in the discussion. Uncertainty relies on the 

existence of multiple possible outcomes and readers’ inability to predict for certain what is going to 

happen in the narrative. It is also related to unreliability. Unreliable narration, if spotted by readers, 

increases the feeling of uncertainty by questioning all the information provided in the story, thus 

multiplying the possible outcomes: if there are several possible starting points, the number of possible 

outcomes is also increased.  
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The former part of the chapter discusses focalisation and narration in relation to suspense 

and uncertainty. As showcased by the collection Don’t Look Now, suspense is possible in both stories 

with a first-person narrator and those with a third-person narration. However, the two modes of 

narration give different kinds of possibilities for creating uncertainty and suspense. If a story is narrated 

by a first-person narrator or the focalisation is fixed on one character only, the narration is restricted: 

much information is not available to the narrator/focaliser – and, by extension, readers – because they 

cannot access other characters viewpoints. These restrictions can result in uncertainty and readers 

might even be misled to believe something that is later shown to be untrue.  Third-person narration 

with shifting focalisation, in turn, permits cliff-hangers and dramatic irony. When focalisation moves 

from one focaliser to another, it is possible to make this shift in the middle of a suspense scene, thus 

prolonging the suspense. In the case of dramatic irony, readers learn from the narrator or one of the 

focalisers something that the other characters do not know and are therefore able to fear or anticipate 

the revelation of this fact. 

The latter part concentrates the organisation and temporal ordering of the stories. 

Distortions to the natural, chronological order of presentation such prolepsis and analepsis are 

significant and can affect suspense by, for example, initiating anticipation or manipulating 

expectations.  Because of the privileged positions of beginnings and endings, an amount of discussion 

in the chapter has been dedicated to those parts of texts and their relation to suspense in general. The 

beginnings seem to have an important role in initiating suspense and manipulating expectations 

whereas endings seem to provide a varying level of closure and to resolve (most of) the suspense 

experienced by readers. Often, expositional information is withheld and only hinted at in the beginning 

so as to give readers reason to uncertainty and anticipation. Gradually, information is revealed to 

readers until finally at the end suspense is resolved. Often the ending is connected to beginning by 

more than just resolving the mystery or question presented in the beginning: there might be a direct 

reference or thematical connection between the ending and the beginning. Furthermore, narrators 

appear to deliberately withhold information from readers throughout narratives, not only at the 

outset. By varying the duration of an event, suspense can be heightened: with a slowed-down, life-like 

perception the importance of an object or scene can be emphasised, and readers kept in anticipation 

a little longer. 

Although narration, focalisation and order have here been discussed in connection with 

uncertainty, they are in no way limited to that aspect of suspense. In the course of this chapter I have, 

for instance, shown that focalisation can contribute to the concern for characters experienced by 

readers. In addition, both narration and temporal ordering have much to do with guiding and 
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manipulating readers’ expectations: the choices regarding what is told in which order and what 

information is left out are bound to affect the expectations and hypotheses formed by readers. On the 

other hand, characterisation can contribute to feelings of uncertainty, especially when combined with 

expositional manipulation and unreliable character portrayal. Uncertainty is also tightly linked to 

expectations and hypotheses: uncertainty leaves multiple options open and thus gives readers room 

to make hypotheses about what is to come.  

The last three chapters have analysed suspense in the collection Don’t Look Now. The 

discussion has moved from guiding readers’ expectations to characterisation and finally to order and 

uncertainty. Let me now conclude and summarise my discussion of suspense.  
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6. Conclusion 

Suspense studies have so far concentrated on the theoretical scrutiny of suspense as an 

abstract concept. The field of suspense studies has been rather narrow and much of it has 

concentrated on television and film narratives, not literary fiction. Moreover, it is possible to claim 

that, regardless of the continuing popularity among readers, the works of the popular British author 

Daphne du Maurier have not received scholarly analysis to the extent they would deserve. This thesis 

has attempted to make some contributions to both of these gaps in the field of literary studies. 

The primary aim of the thesis has been to examine how suspense is brought about in 

literary works, and more specifically in Daphne du Maurier’s short-story collection Don’t Look Now. 

Refining the existing suspense theories, I have established three key prerequisites for suspense: (1) 

anticipation made possible by the temporal nature of narrative as well as expectations and hypotheses 

formed by readers; (2) uncertainty over what is going to happen based on the existence of multiple 

possible outcomes; and (3) concern for characters obtained by means of characterisation. There is a 

multitude of concrete techniques authors can use in composing a literary text that fulfils these 

prerequisites.  

There are several techniques and conventions that narrators can use to guide readers’ 

expectations and to prompt them to form hypotheses, thus initiating anticipation and suspense. 

Paratexts and genres encourage certain kinds of expectations. The genres of the five short stories in 

Don’t Look Now are difficult to determine definitively, but most of the stories retain characteristics 

that resemble suspenseful genres such as detective stories, thrillers, Gothic fiction and science fiction. 

The paratexts of Don’t Look Now also imply suspense: the titles of the stories awaken curiosity and 

have suspenseful connotations, while the text on the back cover of the edition used promises ‘tales of 

desire and dread’. The stories also contain cataphoric elements and narrativised objects that hint at 

future developments. Cataphoric elements can also prove to be snares: they mislead readers and lure 

them into making assumptions that turn out to be untenable. Danger situations and troubled problem-

solving put the characters of the stories temporarily in danger, thus making readers heart beat a little 

faster and giving them reason to believe that more suspense is on its way.  

Characterisation is essential for making readers care for characters. The characters must 

appear to be human-like individuals, otherwise they will not rouse the concern of readers. In order to 

make her characters individuals, rather than mere archetypes, du Maurier uses both direct and indirect 

characterisation; exposition, characters’ thoughts and actions and character names all reveal 

something about these characters. The extensive amount of detail about the characters make them 
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seem realistic. Exposition and especially withholding expositional material on characters can also be 

used to mislead readers. This type of expositional manipulation can cause uncertainty as well as 

contribute to effects like suspense or surprise.   

The way a narrative is organised also affects suspense. The choice of a type of narration 

and focalisation significantly moulds a narrative. First-person narration provides restrictions that are 

imposed on readers: readers must suffer the same uncertainties the narrator has. Even a third-person 

narrator can be restricted: focalisation that is fixed on one focaliser throughout the narrative has 

similar restrictions to those of first-person narration. These types of restrictions are employed in ‘Don’t 

Look Now’, ‘Not After Midnight’, ‘A Border-Line Case’ and ‘The Breakthrough’ and strongly contribute 

to the suspense of these stories. ‘The Way of the Cross’, in turn, has a third-person narrator and 

variable internal focalisation. This type of focalisation allows dramatic irony and multiple cliff-hangers, 

both of which contribute to the suspense in the story. The temporal ordering and organisation can also 

be employed to maximise suspense. Anomalies to a strictly chronological order, such as prolepsis and 

analepsis, can be utilised. For instance, ‘Not After Midnight’ reveals the end of the fabula right in the 

beginning of the sujet but withholds some of the key information, thus producing uncertainty and 

initiating anticipation. The other stories in the collection Don’t Look Now also tend to withhold 

information: diverse forms of delay are employed in order to heighten and prolong the suspense. 

Slowing down the description can also produce a suspenseful effect: the slow, life-like perception that 

embraces every detail of an important revelation enables narrators to make most of readers’ 

anticipation and uncertainty. 

Not unlike the rest of du Maurier’s literary fiction, the five short stories in Don’t Look Now 

seem to be characterised by a feeling of impending danger. Wissen has stated that 

In her fiction, Daphne du Maurier presents a world in which appearances are deceiving, events 
defy explanation, and essential mysteries go unresolved. Her superb storytelling skills have blinded 
critics to the fact that the truly frightening element in her fiction is not the superficial mystery but 
the menace just below the surface. Deception, illusion, and uncertainty are the furies that torment 
her characters. There is a rebel beneath du Maurier’s romanticism. (776) 

 

In my mind, what Wissen calls ‘the truly frightening element’ and ‘the menace just below the surface’ 

is the overpowering sense of suspense that underlies du Maurier’s narratives. Wissen names a few 

characteristics that are typical for du Maurier and have in this thesis found to be connected to 

suspense: deception, illusion and uncertainty torment not only the characters of du Maurier’s 

narratives, as Wissen remarks, but also the readers of those narratives. Daphne du Maurier’s narrators 

guide readers’ expectations, manipulating them into believe something that is only half true or turn 

out to be untrue. Her readers feel uncertain of what has happened, let alone what is going to happen. 
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Through a careful and detailed characterisation her narrators bring the characters to life, making 

readers care for them and their fates. Daphne du Maurier seems to master the techniques employed 

in successful suspense stories.  

It has become clear while analysing the five short stories that Don’t Look Now is a 

versatile, well-rounded collection that has much to offer to both readers and scholars. Hence, I hope 

that this collection alongside with other works by du Maurier will receive the extensive and diverse 

scholarly interest they duly deserve. Moreover, it has been shown that the stories employ a multitude 

of literary techniques to create suspense. Even though the three key prerequisites seem to apply to 

every story, the techniques used to bring about those prerequisites are not exactly the same in each 

story. In the future, it would be interesting to examine whether the same techniques are used in other 

suspenseful narratives. For instance, it would be interesting to see whether du Maurier employs similar 

techniques in the rest of her oeuvre, particularly whether the techniques used in her novels resemble 

those used in the short stories. Furthermore, it is necessary to extend the scope of suspense 

scholarship should be extended to more authors and genres in order to receive as full a view as possible 

of the techniques as well as desired effects and functions relating to suspense.  By analysing a versatile 

group of narratives, it would be possible to see whether the conclusions drawn in this thesis about the 

nature and origin of suspense could be generalised to all suspenseful narratives or whether they seem 

to be only applicable to the small but diverse group of five short stories by Daphne du Maurier. 
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