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1. Introduction
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3. The 39 Steps
4. The Lady Vanishes
5. Conclusion

1. In tro duc tion
Much has been writ ten about the func tion of music in the films dir‐ 
ec ted by Al fred Hitch cock (1899-1980) dur ing his time in Hol ly wood,
par tic u larly in re la tion to his col lab or a tion with Bern ard Her rmann
(1911-1975), who com posed the music for some of Hitch cock’s best- 
known later movies. These in clude The Trouble with Harry (1955),
Ver tigo (1958), North by North w est (1959) Psy cho (1960) and Marnie
(1964). Au thors in clud ing Wil liam Darby and Jack Du Bois (1990), Kath‐ 
ryn Kal inak (1992), Royal S. Brown (1994) and David Cooper (2001), for
ex ample, have un der taken ana lyses of the re la tion ship between some
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of Her rmann’s scores and the ac tion un fold ing on screen. 1 How ever,
even in Hitch cock’s early Brit ish films, it is evid ent that care ful con‐ 
sid er a tion was given to the ways in which music is em ployed in re la‐ 
tion to the nar rat ive. In deed, Sid ney Got tlieb in ter viewed the dir ector
about this very sub ject as early as 1933. Dur ing the dis cus sion, Hitch‐ 
cock com men ted on his in terest in the music that was used to ac‐ 
com pany si lent films but added that “I have al ways be lieved that the
com ing of sound opened up a great new op por tun ity. The ac com pa‐ 
ny ing music came at last en tirely under the con trol of the people who
made the pic ture” (Got tlieb 1995� 242).

Hitch cock also made known his opin ion that si lence could be very at‐
mo spheric, sug gest ing that “its ef fect is heightened by the proper
hand ling of the music be fore and after” (Got tlieb 1995� 242). Hitch‐ 
cock’s ref er ence to music’s re la tion ship with si lence is per tin ent, as
he began his ca reer in film be fore the ad vent of talk ing pic tures and
the suc cess of The Jazz Singer (Alan Cros land, 1927). He is cred ited
with being the dir ector of Bri tain’s first talk ing pic ture, Black mail
(1929); al though ori gin ally in ten ded to be a si lent film, al ter a tions
were made to the movie in order to ac com mod ate the use of a
soundtrack that in cluded dia logue.

2

Hitch cock was re spons ible for dir ect ing five fur ther films for the pro‐ 
duc tion com pany Brit ish In ter na tional Pic tures and one in de pend‐ 
ently for Tom Arnold be fore mov ing to Gaumont Brit ish, where he
dir ec ted six films. These movies have be come known as “the clas sic
thriller sex tet” (Durgnat 1974� 20), start ing with his ori ginal ver sion of
The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934), a film that he re made for Para‐ 
mount Pic tures in Hol ly wood in 1956. 2 The mu sical dir ector at
Gaumont Brit ish was Louis Levy, who “was in dis put ably one of the
most in flu en tial fig ures in Brit ish film music in the 1930s and 1940s”
(Don nelly 2007� 42). Levy, who worked closely with Hitch cock on a
num ber of the films in the sex tet, noted that the dir ector “al ways in‐ 
sisted that music should take its proper place in the pro duc tion of
the film” (1948� 147).

3

Much of the writ ing about Hitch cock’s in terest in music in the films
he dir ec ted has been on non- diegetic un der score. 3 How ever, as
Elisa beth Weis ex plains, the dir ector “had an abid ing in terest in find‐ 
ing ways to in cor por ate music into the very heart of his plot” (1982�
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18), and in this art icle, I focus on Hitch cock’s use of die getic music,
with ref er ence to two of the films from the sex tet, The 39 Steps (1935)
and The Lady Van ishes (1938), as they por tray the con nec tion between
music and memory as an im port ant theme in their storylines. Both
movies are based upon nov els. The earlier film is very loosely ad ap ted
from John Buchan’s story of the same name, pub lished in 1915; in deed,
as noted by Charles Barr, the movie has “vir tu ally an ori ginal script”
(1999� 149). For ex ample, the novel’s title lit er ally relates to steps,
whereas in the film, the title ref er ences an or gan isa tion of spies. The
Lady Van ishes is based on the Ethel Lina White novel first pub lished
in 1936 as The Wheel Spins. In ad apt ing the storyline of the novel,
music be comes sig ni fic ant to the plot, spe cific ally in re la tion to the
lady who (tem por ar ily) “van ishes”; this is not the case in the novel.

2. Die getic Music and Memory
In Hitch cock’s The 39 Steps, the char ac ter of Mr. Memory (Wylie Wat‐ 
son) is a filmic in ven tion, not ap pear ing at all in Buchan’s ori ginal
story. How ever, the die getic mu sical theme linked to his stage ap‐ 
pear ances be comes pivotal in the nar rat ive, al low ing the prot ag on ist
to prove his in no cence when sus pec ted of a crime he did not com mit.
With re gard to the later film, al though Miss Froy (May Whitty) and
Iris (Mar garet Lock wood) are char ac ters in The Wheel Spins, the
former is de scribed solely as a gov erness and not also as a music
teacher. Nor is she a spy with cru cial in form a tion coded in a melody.
In ad di tion, Gil bert (Mi chael Redgrave), who is a mu si co lo gist, does
not fea ture at all, al though his filmic char ac ter does seem to be very
loosely based on one of the two men in the novel who try to as sist
Iris. I argue here that, in both movies, the re la tion ship between music
and memory is a cru cial theme, not just in terms of the way the stor‐ 
ies are presen ted, but also with re gard to the dénouements of their
nar rat ives. 4 In each case, there is a strong them atic link within the
filmic nar rat ives between memory and spe cific die getic melod ies.
Fur ther more, both re pe ti tion of the tunes, or at least part of the
tunes, and re lated dia logue, means that the filmic audi ence, as well as
the filmic char ac ters, com pre hend the im port ance of the melod ies
being re membered by the char ac ters con cerned. I start by ana lys ing
the sig ni fic ance of a melody played in a music hall in the earlier of the
two films, The 39 Steps.
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3. The 39 Steps
The storyline for Hitch cock’s The 39 Steps is not ably bookended by
scenes that fea ture a char ac ter called Mr. Memory. At the start of the
film, the male prot ag on ist, Richard Han nay (Robert Donat), is in tro‐ 
duced en ter ing a music hall where he wit nesses the act of Mr.
Memory, who each day learns “fifty new facts and re mem bers every
one of them”. 5 The lengthy cent ral sec tion fol lows Han nay on his
quest to clear his name as the main sus pect in a murder he did not
com mit, as he tries to track down the leader of a group of spies who
were the real cul prits. In the movie’s final scene, there is a re turn to
an en ter tain ment venue, al beit this time a more up- market one,
namely the Lon don Pal la dium. Here, Mr. Memory is again per form ing
his act and the pur pose of the open ing scene, which ini tially seems to
be just a con veni ent way of in tro du cing Han nay to view ers and for
him to meet the fe male agent, An na bella Smith (Lucie Man nheim),
who is murdered, be comes clear. This relates to the sig ni fic ance of
the melody that in tro duces Mr. Memory’s act.

6

Music is used to open the film proper as the cam era pans across the
words “Music Hall” let ter by let ter. The cam era then trails Han nay,
show ing him buy ing a ticket and en ter ing the already crowded venue.
After Han nay takes his seat, the vis ible or ches tra plays a theme that is
going to prove cru cial in the film’s nar rat ive. The melody, com posed
by the film’s mu sical dir ector Louis Levy (Glancy 2003� 36), in tro duces
Mr. Memory and can thus be termed the “Mr. Memory theme”. 6 It is a
lively, march- style melody in the key of C major and about 14 seconds
of the music is heard at this point. There is a re prise of the tune later
in this scene, when Mr. Memory urges the or ches tra to “play some‐ 
thing” as a way of try ing to al le vi ate the mass panic that oc curs
among the mem bers of the audi ence as they rush to wards the exit
after some gun shots are fired. It is at this point that Han nay and the
mys ter i ous agent An na bella bump into one an other, as if the “Mr.
Memory theme” has some how brought them to gether.

7

No fur ther music is heard until over 30 minutes into the film, at
which point there are some two minutes of dra matic or ches tral non- 
diegetic un der score that “lends an air of danger to the scene” (Glancy
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2003� 59) through ac com pa ny ing Han nay’s at tempts to evade the
Scot tish po lice as they chase him across the moors.

Apart from the open ing and clos ing titles, there is only one other sec‐ 
tion of non- diegetic music in the film, which is a romantic- style mu‐ 
sical in ter lude that ac com pan ies Pamela (Madeleine Car roll) on her
re turn to the room she and Han nay are shar ing at the “Argyle Arms”
pub lic house, hav ing over heard a con ver sa tion which in dic ates that
Han nay has been telling her the truth about his in no cence all along.
There are other places in the film where one might ex pect to hear
non- diegetic un der score as a tool to high light or em phas ise a spe cific
mood for the filmic audi ence – be it one of ro mance or sus pense –
yet none is used. It ap pears, there fore, that si lence is being em ployed
de lib er ately as a device in the man ner de scribed by Hitch cock to
Got tlieb above. In deed, the movie’s lack of non- diegetic music ar gu‐ 
ably fur ther fore grounds the im port ance of the source music, and
par tic u larly the “Mr. Memory theme”.

9

An early ex ample of an in stance where one might ex pect to hear non- 
diegetic music oc curs at the manor house in which Han nay be lieves
he will find safety in his quest to elude the Scot tish po lice. In con ver‐ 
sa tion with the owner of the house, Pro fessor Jordan (God frey
Tearle), Han nay states that An na bella told him very little about her
as sign ment be fore she died, but did dis close that the spy ring was led
by a man with part of one of his fin gers miss ing. As Jordan holds up
his hand to re veal that he is that very man, there is a close- up of his
hand that lasts for two seconds, fol lowed by a lengthy eight- second
close- up of Han nay’s re ac tion to this rev el a tion. How ever, al though
one might ex pect a stinger chord 7 at this point in order to ac cen tu‐ 
ate Jordan’s dis clos ure and/or Han nay’s shocked ex pres sion, Hitch‐ 
cock chooses to ac com pany both shots with si lence. Jordan re veals
that he plans to take stolen mil it ary secrets out of the coun try be fore
cal lously shoot ing Han nay in the chest at close range. In a round‐ 
about way, it is music that ‘saves’ Han nay from cer tain death, as the
bul let lodges in a hymn book in side the pocket of his over coat, which
was gen er ously given to him by the wife of the crofter in whose
house he spent the pre vi ous night.

10

Fol low ing the non- diegetic un der score dur ing the po lice chase, the
next music that is heard, some 45 minutes into the film, is die getic
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music played by a Sal va tion Army band, who are march ing to a song
some what portent ously titled ‘I Be lieve We Shall Win’. 8 Join ing the
band’s fol low ers cre ates a tem por ary means of es cape for Han nay,
who is being pur sued not only by the po lice but also by Jordan’s
hench men. How ever, it is the next seg ment of die getic music that
makes ex pli cit to both Han nay and the filmic audi ence how im port ant
the “Mr. Memory theme” will be with re gard to the un rav el ling of the
nar rat ive, in clud ing Han nay being able to prove his in no cence and es‐ 
cape the gal lows – which at this point in the story seems to be an im‐ 
possib il ity.

There is a clue to how cru cial the “Mr. Memory theme” is going to be
in this re spect when Han nay non chal antly whistles about 1¼ bars of
the theme just be fore he es capes with a re luct ant Pamela from some
bogus po lice men, who are ac tu ally Jordan’s hench men. Just over
three minutes later, as the pair walk along in the dark ness, Han nay
whistles part of the theme again, this time about 2¼ bars’ worth.
Pamela’s re tort, “O do stop whist ling!” in dic ates that, al though not
aud ible to the filmic audi ence, one can as sume that Han nay has been
whist ling the theme con tinu ally. Shortly af ter wards, Han nay whistles
about 3¼ bars of the theme. There is a visual cross fade at this point,
in dic at ing that some time has passed be fore the pair ar rive at the
“Argyle Arms”, yet Han nay’s whist ling per sists, thus not only provid ing
aural con tinu ity, but also sug gest ing that he has been whist ling the
theme for quite a while. The reg u lar whist ling of the tune sug gests
that the melody is some how trapped in his mind, un able to be for got‐ 
ten. On each oc ca sion that one hears these die getic seg ments in this
short se quence, slightly more of the “Mr. Memory theme” is re vealed,
as if to build up the sus pense for the filmic audi ence prior to the
point at which the whole tune will be heard once more at the Lon don
Pal la dium. This re pe ti tion and gradual dis clos ure also provides a clue
to the fact that the theme will be rel ev ant in the dénouement of the
film.

12

There is only one other mo ment when part of the theme is heard
from this point until Mr Memory’s re appear ance. This is in the room
at the “Argyle Arms”, where Han nay whistles the theme’s first two
notes, but then stops ab ruptly to com ment, “There I go again. I wish I
could get that damned tune out of my head. I won der where I heard
it?” Here, a sig nal as to how sig ni fic ant the theme will be is stressed
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not through ad di tional bars being added – only two notes are heard
this time – but rather through Han nay’s mean ing ful com ment. He is
re call ing some music, but does not re mem ber where he first heard it,
or why he can’t get the melody out of his head. At this stage, neither
the filmic audi ence nor the filmic char ac ter real ise how cru cial his
memory of the tune will be in terms of sav ing his life through help ing
him to con struct the ne ces sary pieces of the jig saw that will prove his
in no cence.

In the final sec tion of the film, there is an early in dic ator as to the im‐ 
port ance the “Mr. Memory theme” will play in the nar rat ive’s cul min‐ 
a tion. Pamela vis its New Scot land Yard seek ing help to thwart
Jordan’s planned mis sion, but the po lice are only in ter ested in find ing
Han nay, still be liev ing that he murdered An na bella. After Pamela
leaves, or ders are given to have her fol lowed, and when she ar rives at
the Lon don Pal la dium, the po lice real ise that Han nay must be some‐ 
where in side. There is a shot of some po lice men get ting out of their
van and the of ficer in charge or ders, “You two men go in the or ches‐ 
tra pit”. To re in force the rel ev ance of this in struc tion, a close- up is
provided of two brass play ers in the or ches tra pit, im me di ately fol‐ 
lowed by a close- up of the two des ig nated po lice men. Han nay’s fu‐ 
ture is now in the hands of those in the or ches tra pit; the po lice are
poised to cap ture Han nay, but it is the or ches tral mu si cians’ per form‐ 
ance of the “Mr. Memory theme” that will save him.

14

Through out the scene so far, a com edy act is shown in ter mit tently
per form ing on the Pal la dium stage, in ter spersed with the po lice get‐ 
ting into po s i tion to en sure that nobody leaves the venue, and Pamela
des per ately try ing to find where Han nay is sit ting. From his po s i tion
in the stalls, Han nay spots Jordan seated in one of the boxes, his
iden tity again re vealed by the miss ing fin ger joint. The cam era fo‐ 
cuses on Han nay as the or ches tra starts to play the “Mr. Memory
theme”, in its ori ginal key, and Han nay auto mat ic ally starts to whistle
along to it. Hear ing the music trig gers his memory of when he had
heard the melody ori gin ally and he tells Pamela, “Hear that tune? It’s
that damned thing I couldn’t get out of my head! Now I know where I
heard it be fore. Of course – that music hall…” The words he uses at
this point echo and re spond to his earlier com ments in the bed room
at the “Argyle Arms”, the last time he was heard whist ling part of the
theme. This rev el a tion is com bined with Han nay’s real isa tion of the
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method the spies are going to use to take the secrets out of the coun‐ 
try. Pamela plays the role of the movie viewer at this point, for Han‐ 
nay’s ex plan a tion to her is also cla ri fic a tion for the filmic audi ence;
the secrets have been learnt by heart by Mr Memory, at Jordan’s com‐ 
mand.

When Jordan, in des per a tion, shoots Mr. Memory and tries in vain to
es cape by jump ing onto the stage, there is once again panic among
the theatre audi ence, just as there had been when An na bella fired the
gun shots in the open ing scene. How ever, this time the cur tains are
closed and the “Mr. Memory theme” is not re prised. In stead, the stage
man ager shouts, “Get the girls on straight away!” The dif fer ence
between the open ing and clos ing se quences is re in forced via a close- 
up of a stage hand on the tele phone, re peat ing his boss’s order to
bring the fe male dan cers on stage. 9 This time, there is no need for
the or ches tra to play the “Mr. Memory theme” again – its pur pose has
been served.

16

The irony of the fact that Han nay is un able to re mem ber where he
heard a melody linked to a per former called “Mr. Memory” is
heightened through his mo ment of en light en ment at the end of the
film con cur ring with the ex plan a tion to the audi ence. Hav ing
struggled earlier on to re mem ber where he had heard the tune, it is
the re- hearing of the theme that not only pre vents the secrets from
leav ing the coun try, but also saves Han nay from the gal lows. The po‐ 
ten tial sig ni fic ance of the melody be comes clear to the filmic audi‐ 
ence not only through its re pe ti tion, as parts are reg u larly whistled
by Han nay, but also be cause he ac cen tu ates verbally that he wishes
he could re mem ber where he ori gin ally heard the tune. The im port‐ 
ance of music and memory in the storyline is af firmed at the film’s
con clu sion, there fore, with the “Mr. Memory theme” al low ing Han nay
to clear his name and alert the po lice to the spy ring.

17

4. The Lady Van ishes
The next film that I ana lyse in re la tion to the link between die getic
music and memory again fea tures a spy, but this time it is a spy who
needs to be saved. Speak ing in 1936, Hitch cock stated that it was
“purely a co in cid ence” that the first three films of what have be come
known as the sex tet “should all have a back ground of spy ing” (Got ‐
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tlieb 1995� 23). Yet, des pite the fact that the Miss Froy who dis ap pears
in The Wheel Spins is not a spy, she be comes one in the storyline of
the film ad apt a tion Hitch cock dir ec ted, namely, The Lady Van ishes,
the final film of the sex tet, re leased in 1938. She also be comes not just
a gov erness, but a music teacher, and a mu sical melody – and its re‐ 
mem brance – is once again high lighted as crit ical within the
storyline.

The melody that is to play a key role in the re la tion ship between
music and memory in the The Lady Van ishes is ini tially in cluded as
part of the or ches tral title music that opens the movie. It is a mel an‐ 
choly waltz in D minor, and hear ing the music at this early stage con‐
notes that there may be ten sion within the storyline of a film that be‐ 
gins in comedic fash ion. An ava lanche in the fic tional coun try of
Bandrika has delayed a train’s de par ture, for cing pas sen gers to spend
the night at the Gas thof Pet rus. While at din ner, the eld erly Miss Froy
tells some Eng lish guests, Charters (Basil Rad ford) and Caldicott
(Naunton Wayne), that she is sad to be leav ing the coun try in which
she had been em ployed as a gov erness and music teacher. This con‐ 
ver sa tion es tab lishes an early link between Miss Froy and music, a
theme that is to be come sig ni fic ant as the nar rat ive pro gresses. In‐ 
deed, as she chats, an un seen vo cal ist can be heard in the back ground
strum ming a gui tar, ini tially en ga ging in “warm up” ex er cises be fore
singing along to a melody as a vo cal ise. Miss Froy ex cuses her self
from the din ner table and re turns to her room. Given her earlier con‐ 
ver sa tion with Charters and Caldicott, one as sumes that it is her love
of music that leads her to open the win dows to listen more closely to
the ser en ader, tap ping her fin gers to the tune as she does so. How‐ 
ever, as noted also by Ray mond Durgnat, there is a secret code in the
music that is she is hear ing, but it is not until much later in the film
that the sig ni fic ance of this be comes clear (1974� 143).

19

Miss Froy’s abil ity to listen in tently to the melody is in ter rup ted,
how ever, by the sound of a cla ri net and some foot- stomping em an at‐ 
ing from one of the other hotel rooms. The cul prit is Gil bert, who is
shown to be tran scrib ing some tra di tional music and folk dan cing of
Bandrika. The man ner in which the char ac ter is in tro duced is im port‐ 
ant, for Gil bert is thereby re vealed to be both a mu si cian and an eth‐ 
nomusico lo gist. Durgnat ar gues that the music played by Gil bert in
this early scene is merely “part of the mu sical scenery which is used

20
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to hide from us the fact that a com pletely dif fer ent char ac ter’s music
has a code in it” (1974� 143). How ever, there are ac tu ally a num ber of
very sig ni fic ant ele ments present in the scene to which he is re fer‐ 
ring, most im port antly the fact that Gil bert’s play ing acts as a po ten‐ 
tial bar rier to Miss Froy’s at tempts to com mit the coded melody to
memory. The “au then tic” folk tune (it is un clear how Gil bert has ob‐ 
tained the music) played on the cla ri net is “mixed” with the melody to
which Miss Froy is listen ing; she is pur pose fully try ing to re mem ber
the melody, but Gil bert is un wit tingly al most pre vent ing her from
doing so.

Hitch cock de lib er ately changes the focus of what one is able to hear
so that the source music acts as an ac com pani ment to the nar rat ive.
Al though ini tially just the gui tar ist’s ser en ade is heard, mem bers of
the filmic audi ences are then put into a po s i tion where both tunes
are bat tling for their at ten tion. How ever, at the point at which Iris
and Miss Froy dis cuss the noisy folk music, the ser en ade is no longer
aud ible, even though the in dic a tions are that the gui tar ist is still
singing and play ing; it is, after all, some 7 minutes later that Miss Froy
is shown at her win dow again, listen ing to the tune. In the clos ing
sec tions of the film, the con nec tion between music and memory al‐ 
luded to at this point, with one tune ‘in ter fer ing’ with an other, is
again to have an im port ant func tion, as it will im pact on a char ac ter’s
abil ity to re call an im port ant melody at a cru cial mo ment.
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This scene not ably links the three char ac ters that are shown in the
film’s clos ing shot, namely, Gil bert, Iris and Miss Froy; des pite the fact
that the filmic audi ence is in formed in the open ing scene that the
small hotel is full to burst ing, the very loud music and dan cing em an‐ 
at ing from Gil bert’s room ap pears to be dis turb ing nobody but the
two main fe male char ac ters. This is also the first time that Iris comes
to Miss Froy’s “res cue”, as it is she who makes ar range ments for Gil‐ 
bert’s activ it ies to be cur tailed, thus al low ing Miss Froy to listen in
peace to the ser en ader and thereby mem or ise the mu sic ally coded
mes sage. It is in this scene also that it be comes evid ent that there
may be some thing sin is ter afoot as, out side in the shad ows, a dis em‐ 
bod ied pair of hands is shown pre par ing to strangle the ser en ader,
but wait ing until the end of the mu sical phrase to do so, to en sure
that the murder of the mu si cian goes un noticed.
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The next time Iris comes to Miss Froy’s res cue is again un sus pect‐ 
ingly when, in re turn ing Miss Froy’s glasses to her at the rail way sta‐ 
tion next morn ing, Iris is hit on the head by a flower pot that is
dropped de lib er ately in an at tempt to strike (and pre sum ably severely
in jure) the older woman. The final time that Iris saves Miss Froy is
through her in sist ence that, des pite the denial of other pas sen gers,
the older woman was with her on the train, but has dis ap peared. The
slight con cus sion that Iris suf fers as a res ult of being hit by the
flower pot leads her to doubt whether she has re membered facts cor‐ 
rectly. How ever, she even tu ally en lists the help of Gil bert, whom she
again en coun ters via his love of music, as he is watch ing and listen ing
to some folk mu si cians and dan cers in the third- class car riage of the
train. Al though ini tially scep tical, he be lieves Iris’s story re gard ing the
miss ing Miss Froy and comes to her aid.
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Once Iris and Gil bert fi nally man age to res cue Miss Froy she is able,
des pite her dread ful or deal, to re mem ber the coded tune per fectly.
Be fore mak ing her es cape from the hi jacked train car riages, how ever,
she de cides to relay the mes sage to Gil bert in case she does not make
it back to Eng land safely; it is im port ant that it reaches a Mr Cal l en‐ 
dar at the For eign Of fice. Miss Froy tells Gil bert that the mes sage is a
tune and states, “I want you to mem or ise it”. Weis ar gues that Gil‐ 
bert’s “pro fes sion is not much worked into the them atic ma ter ial of
the film” (1982� 95). How ever, al though Miss Froy of fers to write the
tune down, Gil bert re as sures her that he will have no prob lem re‐ 
mem ber ing it, stat ing “I was brought up on music. I can mem or ise
any thing”, in dic at ing that his pro fes sion is, in fact, of im port ance in
the nar rat ive. Miss Froy hums the start of the melody to him, but in
Ab minor this time in stead of the ori ginal D minor, sug gest ing that
the key of the melody is not per tin ent with re gard to the mes sage it
car ries, but the tune’s re pe ti tion as sists the filmic audi ence to un der‐ 
stand its im port ance. There is then a visual cut to some of the other
Eng lish pas sen gers in the stran ded car riages who are des per ately
try ing to keep the enemy at bay. Not long after Miss Froy has left the
train, the pas sen gers man age to es cape by switch ing the track points.
Gil bert drives the train along side Caldicott and whistles the im port‐ 
ant tune in order to keep it fresh in his memory. When Caldicott in‐ 
ad vert ently pulls the train whistle, Gil bert be rates him, say ing “Take
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your hand off that thing! I’ve got to re mem ber a tune”, re in for cing its
sig ni fic ance for the filmic audi ence.

How ever, al though he is true to his word, in that he does his best to
try to re mem ber the melody, a change of cir cum stances means that
he does not do so. Iris and Gil bert do man age to re turn to Eng land
safely and it is clear that Gil bert has been con stantly hum ming and
whist ling the tune as, when their con nect ing train pulls in to Lon‐ 
don’s Vic toria Sta tion, Iris pleads, in a mo ment re min is cent of
Pamela’s ap peal to Han nay, “Can’t you stop hum ming that awful tune?
You must know it back wards!” Gil bert replies, “I’m not tak ing any
risks”. But shortly af ter wards, he is to for get the tune “com pletely”.
Iris spots her fiancé at the sta tion and ducks into a taxi to avoid him,
real ising that she has fallen in love with Gil bert. Gil bert, seiz ing his
op por tun ity, fol lows her. The couple kiss, and Gil bert asks the taxi
driver to take them to the For eign Of fice. The pair sit in the wait ing
area dis cuss ing their plans for the fu ture and are then in vited in to
see Mr. Cal l en dar. It is at this point that Gil bert real ises that he has
for got ten the im port ant tune. In des per a tion, he tries to con cen trate
and starts hum ming some thing, but Iris tells him, “That’s the Wed‐ 
ding March!” Des pite going over and over the tune in his head in
order to re mem ber it after Miss Froy left the train, de clar ing his love
for Iris has led him to for get the melody com pletely, such that the
only tune he can think of is one in con nec tion with mar ry ing Iris.
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This mo ment of ten sion is broken, how ever, by the sound of a piano
being played from within the room they are about to enter. Hear ing
the coded tune, the couple real ise that Miss Froy has man aged to
reach Eng land safely after all. Iris and Gil bert do not need to say any‐ 
thing in this re gard and just look know ingly at one an other. This rev‐ 
el a tion is also clear to the filmic audi ence as they, too, hear the tune
being played and un der stand the im plic a tion. The music at this point
ful fils a func tion of de not at ive sig ni fic a tion, for it re veals that Miss
Froy is alive prior to her being seen. In deed, Hitch cock al lows the
audi ence to “fol low” Gil bert and Iris, as the couple is shown in a point
of view shot going through the doors to see Miss Froy sit ting at the
piano. She plays the tune in the key in which it was ori gin ally heard
(D minor). For tu nately, the fact that Gil bert did not re mem ber the
melody is not as im port ant as it could have been; Miss Froy, the tune’s
ori ginal re cip i ent, has re membered it per fectly. Gil bert had been en ‐

26



The relationship between diegetic music and memory in two early Hitchcock films

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

trus ted with a mes sage “of vital im port ance” for the coun try, but al‐ 
lowed his ro mance with Iris to in ter fere with his quest to re mem ber
the tune. This links back to the scene at the hotel when he un wit‐ 
tingly im peded Miss Froy’s abil ity to listen to and thereby mem or ise
the tune her self.

Al though only short seg ments of the coded melody are aud ible in the
run- up to the cli max of the nar rat ive, the main part of the tune is
com posed in such a way as to make its re prise in stantly re cog nis able
to the filmic audi ence. 10 It has a slow waltz rhythm and the main
melody is based around a re cur ring minor triad. A num ber of the in‐ 
ter vals between notes are a small dis tance apart and the tune’s com‐ 
pass is gen er ally kept within an octave. In deed, the coded tune is ar‐ 
gu ably more straight for ward than the folk melody that is played by
Gil bert on the cla ri net, as the lat ter is in three dis tinct sec tions and
trans poses into a dif fer ent key be fore a re turn to the ori ginal tune.
The two melod ies begin on the same note (D) and, while both are in
3/4 time, the folk tune’s tempo is roughly twice as fast as the one
sung by the gui tar ist. There fore, al though both tunes are struc tur ally
simple, there is enough con trast between the two pieces for the
melod ies to im pact one upon the other and cause a mu si cian such as
Miss Froy to be come con fused in her ef forts to mem or ise the coded
tune.
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As with the earlier of these two films, Hitch cock makes very little use
of non- diegetic music in The Lady Van ishes. It is used just after the
open ing cred its as the cam era leads view ers to the hotel in which the
ini tial ac tion takes place. Last ing less than 1½ minutes, its style is im‐ 
it at ive of the music rep res en ted within the film as nat ive to Bandrika.
All the music heard after this open ing se quence is die getic, until the
clos ing cred its. There are many mo ments of ten sion in the film’s nar‐ 
rat ive when, as with The 39 Steps, one might have ex pec ted the em‐
ploy ment of ac com pa ny ing un der score, but Hitch cock prefers to use
si lence. Such min imal use of non- diegetic music once again helps to
em phas ise to the filmic audi ence the im port ance and sig ni fic ance of
the source music heard through out the film.
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5. Con clu sion
Jer rold Lev in son con siders the mean ing of music in film and its pur‐ 
pose as part of the film’s nar rat ive. He ques tions the use of non- 
diegetic music “in re la tion either to the film’s in ternal nar rat ive, the
viewer’s ex per i ence of that nar rat ive, or the film as an aes thetic
whole” (1996� 248). Lev in son re marks upon the im port ance of un der‐ 
stand ing that there is someone re spons ible for present ing the ac tions
to an audi ence, and de bates whether non- diegetic music can be con‐ 
sidered “an ele ment in the nar rat ive pro cess” (1996� 251) or whether it
re mains un con nec ted. How ever, this is not just a ques tion that relates
only to non- diegetic music and it is ar gu able that, in both of the films
ana lysed, there are in stances of die getic music being used for a
deeper pur pose in the nar rat ives than im me di ately seems ob vi ous.
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In the case of The 39 Steps, the theme used early in the film to in tro‐ 
duce Mr. Memory plays a more im port ant part in the storyline than
one might ini tially ex pect. Rather than merely being an en ter tain ing
way of al low ing the audi ence to be in tro duced to Richard Han nay and
the char ac ter whose murder sets the whole story in mo tion, the
scene in the music hall is pivotal in al low ing Han nay to be party to
Mr. Memory and his theme. In the case of The Lady Van ishes, it is not
evid ent at first that the tune being strummed and sung by the ser en‐ 
ader be neath Miss Froy’s win dow con tains a vital mes sage. One as‐ 
sumes that she is tap ping along to the melody simply be cause she has
a love of music and is en joy ing listen ing to the vo cal ist and the
melody. How ever, her mem or isa tion of the tune being played at that
point and the im plic a tions be hind this will not only put her own life at
risk, but also those of some of the in no cent pas sen gers who just hap‐ 
pen to be trav el ling on the same train.

30

In both The 39 Steps and The Lady Van ishes, the link between music
and memory is high lighted as an im port ant theme that plays a cent ral
role in the nar rat ives. In the earlier film, the male prot ag on ist is ini‐ 
tially un aware of the sig ni fic ance of the music he keeps whist ling,
while in The Lady Van ishes, Gil bert knows that the melody he has
been taught con tains vital in form a tion. Al though Han nay wants to get
the “Mr. Memory theme” out of his head but is un able to do so, Gil‐ 
bert does his best to re mem ber the tune he has been taught, only to
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English
The func tion of music in a num ber of the films dir ec ted by Al fred Hitch cock
dur ing his time in Hol ly wood has been widely ex plored, es pe cially with re‐ 
gard to his col lab or a tion with com poser Bern ard Her rmann, who wrote the
music for such films as Ver tigo (1958), North by North w est (1959) and Psy cho
(1960). How ever, even in Hitch cock’s early Brit ish movies, it is clear that care
was given to the ways in which music was em ployed within the filmic nar‐ 
rat ives. This art icle fo cuses on the use of die getic music, i.e., the music that
can be heard by the char ac ters in a movie, in two of Hitch cock’s Brit ish
films, namely The 39 Steps (1935) and The Lady Van ishes (1938). Both of the
storylines are based upon nov els, yet neither book fea tures music as one of
its themes. The func tion and im pact of cer tain die getic melod ies in the
filmed ver sions of both stor ies is there fore of par tic u lar in terest. I argue
that the re la tion ship between music and memory in the two films is cru cial
within the nar rat ives, not only in the way the stor ies are presen ted and
linked to main char ac ters, but also with re gard to how the strands of the
plots are drawn to gether at the end of each movie. As I ex em plify, in each
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case, the con nec tion between the die getic melod ies I dis cuss, and the re‐ 
mem brance of this music by a main char ac ter, proves to be an im port ant
and elu cid at ing theme within the films.

Français
La fonc tion de la mu sique dans nombre de films réa li sés par Al fred Hit ch‐ 
cock au cours de sa pé riode hol ly woo dienne a été étu diée en dé tail, sur tout
en ce qui concerne sa col la bo ra tion avec le com po si teur Ber nard Her mann,
qui a écrit la mu sique de films comme Sueurs froides (1958), La Mort aux
Trousses (1959) et Psy chose (1960). Ce pen dant, il est clair que déjà, dans ses
films bri tan niques, Hit ch cock était très at ten tif à la façon dont la mu sique
pou vait être in té grée au récit fil mique. Le pré sent ar ticle s’in té resse à la
mu sique dié gé tique, c’est- à-dire la mu sique en ten due par les per son nages,
dans deux des films bri tan niques d’Hit ch cock, à sa voir Les 39 marches (1935)
et Une femme dis pa raît (1938). Les deux in trigues sont ti rées de ro mans,
mais aucun de ces deux ro mans ne parle de mu sique. La fonc tion et l’effet
de cer taines mé lo dies dié gé tiques pré sentent donc un in té rêt par ti cu lier.
J’avance que l’ar ti cu la tion entre mu sique et mé moire, pour ces deux films,
joue un rôle cru cial dans l’agen ce ment du récit, non seule ment parce qu’elle
per met d’in tro duire les évé ne ments et de les mettre en re la tion avec les
per son nages, mais aussi parce qu’elle per met de ras sem bler les dif fé rents
fils de l’in trigue à la fin de chaque film. Comme je le mon tre rai, le lien entre
une mé lo die dié gé tique et sa re mé mo ra tion émerge comme un thème cen‐ 
tral, grâce au pou voir d’élu ci da tion que lui confèrent ces deux in trigues.
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