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[bookmark: _5xujpwgcfa9k]Objectives
When you have successfully completed this lesson, you will be able to
· discuss elements of the suspense story,
· find suspense elements in Rebecca,
· analyze character development and plot in this novel,
· describe this novel’s Gothic setting,
· discuss the themes in Rebecca.
[bookmark: _d1ykjsntrnw2]Reading Assignment
· Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier
[bookmark: _sezpvkjj9o6t]Overview
Before you get into Rebecca, this lesson’s suspense story, I want to acquaint you with this branch of mystery fiction and give you some specifics about this book. Rebecca comes out of the tradition of the Gothic novel, which you read about in lesson 1. It is an example of a suspense story written in the style of Gothic romance. Like the Gothic novel, Rebecca is characterized by a gloomy setting, violent or grotesque action, and a mood of decay or decadence. But while fear of the unknown is still the most effective suspense builder, what is “unknown” in the Gothic romance is not usually a supernatural power but a secret of some sort—a conspiracy, a hidden or mistaken identity, or a secret from the past. Suspense builds as the reader senses an unclear yet menacing danger and perceives that the character(s) cannot escape it.
This novel was popular with readers, and the author, Daphne du Maurier, continued writing Gothic romances that made her a highly successful writer. The primary features of Rebecca are a confused and troubled heroine in a cold and hostile environment, a brooding hero tormented by a guilty secret, and a rugged seacoast setting. These features are now virtual staples of the modern romantic novel.
The contrast between surface reality (what seems real) and truth (what is real) creates suspense. You may have dealt with this in your own life. For example, someone seems to be nice to you to your face (appearance), but later you find they’ve been “stabbing” you behind your back to your friends (reality). In the book you’ll see this contrast in Maxim de Winter, the novel’s hero. He seems like a loving husband on the surface (appearance), but his behavior and words suggest that something is wrong with his relationship with his new wife (reality).
Point of view is a stylistic element that also helps us to contrast surface reality with deeper reality. Usually mysteries are told from a limited point of view. When we first read the words “Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again . . . ,” we realize the story is being told from the first-person point of view. We quickly begin to develop a special sensitivity for the story’s heroine, a shy and sensitive orphan. Du Maurier wrote Rebecca from the first-person point of view because she felt that it gave her better emotional control over her characters. Since du Maurier is a marvelous creator of character, you will find that you begin quickly to share the different emotional experiences of this character as her life changes. By the way, the narrator (our heroine) is nameless because du Maurier could not think of a name for her!
To this story, the author adds melodrama, characterized by sensational, dramatic, and romantic actions, including some violent action, and a happy ending. The weakness of melodrama is that at times the heroine will seem unbelievably simple. We see this weakness in the novel when the narrator takes poor advice. However, if she hadn’t taken this poor advice, we would have missed one of the best scenes in the story.
Du Maurier uses foreshadowing throughout the novel. Unlike the omniscient point of view, where the narrator knows exactly what’s going on and can speak to you, the reader, to warn you that bad things are about to happen, we do not enjoy this privilege when reading a story with a limited point of view. You will learn things as they happen, with only hints of what is to come, hints that foreshadow the action.
Irony is the contrast between appearance and reality. There are three types of irony. Verbal irony is the contrast between what a speaker says and what the words actually mean. Situational irony results when there is a difference between what a character expects and what actually happens. The third type of irony is dramatic irony. It arises because of the contrast between what a character knows and what the reader realizes. Dramatic irony may surprise the reader with the unexpected. However, the ironic surprise comes from the contrast between the truth and what merely appears to be true. As you read Rebecca, watch for dramatic irony.
If you recall, a gloomy setting was one of the elements of Gothic romance. Be sensitive as you read to the various settings in the story. Du Maurier’s novels are often set on the Cornwall seacoast, with its green hills and rugged cliffs. She spent much of her younger days in that area of England, where she found inspiration for many of her works.
Six decades have passed since du Maurier wrote Rebecca. This novel quickly became popular with readers, especially young adults. Her background and experiences enriched her talent as a storyteller. The author’s sense of theater (her father was an actor) causes her to create characters who are a little larger than life; however, she surrounds them with people who will seem familiar to you. This balance heightens the suspense and mystery in her stories. Alfred Hitchcock, a British and Hollywood movie director, produced several of du Maurier’s novels as films. Hitchcock filmed Rebecca in 1940, and in 1981 the story was produced for Public Broadcasting in eight television segments.
A moralistic tone pervades the novel. Evil does not triumph, but the forces of evil leave their mark, often bringing torment to the hero and heroine. In Rebecca emotional cruelty occurs early in the story and gradually heightens. The cruelty results in an act of violence, although as readers we are not aware of it until two-thirds of the way through the story. Different characters inflict cruelty in various ways on the others. In the beginning, Mrs. Van Hopper dominates the narrator. Throughout the story we as readers understand the influence of Rebecca upon several people, especially Maxim, whom she humiliated, tormented, and scandalized. All her actions culminate into forcing Maxim to lose control of his emotions and the end result is violence.
Du Maurier’s novel addresses many interesting themes. For instance, are people partially evil in their basic natures? Do all people have a violent side to their personalities? Is there a point at which each of us can be forced to do something violent? Consider these questions as you think about the novel’s main characters. Contrast their surface behaviors to their deeper personalities. What mark does evil leave on the other characters? What do you think the novel is saying about good, evil, guilt, innocence, human nature, and love?
To encourage you in your reading, I would like to point out another characteristic of du Maurier’s writing. The last sentence of each chapter is written so as to urge you to continue reading, which makes it difficult to put the book down! Through this technique du Maurier sustains the mystery of Rebecca until the last chapter. I hope you enjoy the book and dream of Manderley!

