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PENQGQUIN READERS

Don’t Look Now is a compelling short story written by the celebrated British author Daphne du
Maurier. First published in 1971, this haunting tale intertwines elements of psychological horror and
suspense, exploring themes of grief, love, and the supernatural. Du Maurier's masterful storytelling
and atmospheric prose create an unforgettable reading experience that resonates with readers on
multiple levels. In this article, we will delve into the story's plot, themes, characters, and its lasting
impact in both literature and film.

Plot Summary

The narrative of "Don’t Look Now" is set in Venice, where a couple, John and Laura Baxter, are
mourning the recent death of their young daughter, Christine. As they navigate their grief, they
embark on a trip to Venice in an attempt to heal. However, the city’s eerie beauty and the constant
reminders of their loss begin to take a toll on their mental well-being.

- Setting the Scene: The story opens with the couple at their home in England, where they are
consumed by sorrow. The backdrop of their daughter's tragic drowning is crucial, establishing the
emotional weight they carry.

- Arrival in Venice: Upon arriving in Venice, they encounter a strange and unsettling atmosphere.
The city is depicted as both beautiful and haunting, with its labyrinthine streets and mysterious



waterways, which mirror the characters' internal struggles.

- The Encounter: During their stay, Laura meets two elderly sisters, one of whom claims to have
psychic abilities. She insists that she can communicate with the deceased Christine, bringing both
comfort and unsettling revelations to Laura.

- John’s Skepticism: John, a rational man and an architect, dismisses the sisters as charlatans and is
skeptical of their claims. His disbelief symbolizes the conflict between rationality and the
supernatural.

- Climactic Events: The narrative builds towards a chilling climax as John begins to experience

increasingly disturbing visions, culminating in a tragic and shocking conclusion that forces him to
confront his grief and the supernatural elements that surround them.

Themes

"Don’t Look Now" is rich with themes that delve into human emotions and existential questions.
Here are some key themes explored in the story:

Grief and Loss

The most prominent theme in the story is grief. The Baxter couple's journey is largely driven by their
inability to cope with the death of Christine. Du Maurier poignantly illustrates how grief can distort
perception and reality.

- Impact on Relationships: The strain of their loss affects John and Laura’s relationship. Their coping
mechanisms differ, leading to tension and misunderstanding.

- Unresolved Trauma: The past continually haunts them, revealed through their interactions and the
environment of Venice itself, which becomes a character in its own right.

The Supernatural

The story blurs the lines between reality and the supernatural, raising questions about belief and
perception.

- Psychic Phenomena: The introduction of the elderly sisters and their claims of psychic abilities
challenges John’s rational worldview, creating a tension between skepticism and belief.

- Symbolism of Sight: The motif of sight and blindness permeates the narrative. The title itself warns
against looking and seeing, which can lead to both enlightenment and despair.



The Nature of Reality

Du Maurier challenges the reader's understanding of reality through John's experiences. The
ambiguity surrounding his visions raises questions about what is real and what is imagined.

- Rationality vs. Emotion: John’s pragmatic approach to life is juxtaposed with the emotional turmoil
that Laura experiences. This dichotomy reflects the broader struggle between logic and emotion in

human experience.

- The Unseen Forces: The presence of unseen forces, whether they be the supernatural or the
manifestations of grief, suggests that reality is not always what it seems.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Don’t Look Now" are complex and multi-dimensional, each representing different
aspects of grief and belief.

John Baxter

John is depicted as a rational and skeptical man, deeply affected by the loss of his daughter. His
character embodies the theme of rationality versus emotion.

- Professional Background: As an architect, John is accustomed to order and logic, which makes his
experiences in Venice all the more disorienting.

- Character Arc: Throughout the story, John’s skepticism is challenged, leading him to confront his
beliefs about life, death, and the afterlife.

Laura Baxter

Laura represents the emotional side of grief. Her openness to the supernatural and her desire to
connect with her deceased daughter highlight the differences between her and John.

- Emotional Depth: Laura's character is more in tune with her feelings, and she seeks comfort in the
psychic claims of the sisters, which John dismisses.

- Transformation: Laura undergoes a transformation as she grapples with her grief, becoming more
attuned to the spiritual aspects of life.

The Sisters

The elderly sisters act as catalysts in the story, bringing supernatural elements into the narrative.



- Symbol of Belief: They represent the belief in the paranormal and the possibility of life after death,
contrasting with John’s skepticism.

- Agents of Change: Their interactions with Laura provide her a sense of hope, while simultaneously
unsettling John, thus intensifying the story's tension.

Literary Style and Techniques

Daphne du Maurier's writing in "Don’t Look Now" is characterized by her use of vivid imagery,
atmospheric settings, and psychological depth.

Imagery and Setting

- Venice as a Character: The city is portrayed almost as a living entity, filled with shadows and
reflections that mirror the inner turmoil of the characters.

- Symbolic Elements: Water, a recurring motif, symbolizes both life and death, echoing the story’s
themes of loss and the passage of time.

Psychological Depth

Du Maurier employs a psychological approach to storytelling, delving deep into the minds of her
characters.

- Stream of Consciousness: The narrative often follows John’s thoughts and perceptions, allowing
readers to experience his confusion and fear firsthand.

- Ambiguity: The story is steeped in ambiguity, leaving much open to interpretation and inviting
readers to engage with the text on a deeper level.

Impact and Adaptations

"Don’t Look Now" has had a significant impact on literature and film, inspiring adaptations that
capture its haunting essence.

Literary Influence

Du Maurier’s work has influenced countless writers in the horror and psychological thriller genres.
Her ability to intertwine the ordinary with the supernatural continues to resonate in contemporary
literature.



Film Adaptation

The story was adapted into a film in 1973, directed by Nicolas Roeg, starring Donald Sutherland and
Julie Christie. The film retains much of the story's haunting atmosphere and psychological tension,
becoming a classic in its own right.

- Critical Acclaim: The film received praise for its cinematography and its faithful yet creative
interpretation of du Maurier's work.

- Legacy: The adaptation has kept the story alive in popular culture, introducing new audiences to du
Maurier's unsettling narrative.

Conclusion

"Don’t Look Now" by Daphne du Maurier is a masterclass in psychological horror and suspense,
exploring profound themes of grief, belief, and the nature of reality. Through her rich character
development and atmospheric writing, du Maurier challenges readers to confront their own
understanding of life, death, and what lies beyond. The story's impact continues to be felt in
literature and film, solidifying its place as a timeless classic that speaks to the complexities of the
human experience. Whether through the haunting echoes of Venice or the emotional depth of the
Baxter couple, du Maurier’s narrative resonates, inviting readers to reflect on their fears and beliefs
in the face of the unknown.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of '‘Don't Look Now' by Daphne du
Maurier?

The main theme of 'Don't Look Now' revolves around grief, loss, and the impact of trauma on
relationships, exploring how past tragedies can haunt individuals.

How does the setting of Venice contribute to the story in
'Don't Look Now'?

The setting of Venice adds to the atmosphere of mystery and foreboding, with its labyrinthine streets
and eerie canals enhancing the protagonist's sense of disorientation and emotional turmoil.

What narrative techniques does Du Maurier use in 'Don't Look
Now'?

Du Maurier employs vivid imagery, psychological depth, and unreliable narration, creating a tense
and immersive experience that keeps readers questioning reality.



What is the significance of the character John Baxter in 'Don't
Look Now'?

John Baxter represents a man grappling with the loss of his daughter while trying to maintain his
sanity, embodying the struggle between rationality and the supernatural.

How does 'Don't Look Now' address the theme of perception
vS. reality?

The story blurs the lines between perception and reality, especially through John's experiences
which challenge his understanding of what is real and what is a manifestation of his grief.

Can you explain the ending of 'Don't Look Now'?

The ending is ambiguous and shocking, leaving readers questioning the nature of fate and the
consequences of unresolved grief, culminating in a tragic twist.

What role do the supernatural elements play in 'Don't Look
Now'?

Supernatural elements serve to heighten the psychological tension and symbolize the unresolved
trauma of loss, leading to an exploration of how the past can intrude upon the present.

How has 'Don't Look Now' influenced modern horror and
psychological thrillers?

The story's blend of psychological depth with supernatural horror has inspired many modern writers
and filmmakers, emphasizing the emotional aspects of fear and suspense.

What critical reception did 'Don't Look Now' receive upon its
publication?

Upon its publication, 'Don't Look Now' was praised for its intricate storytelling and atmospheric
tension, establishing Du Maurier as a master of psychological suspense.
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Explore the haunting themes of 'Don't Look Now' by Daphne du Maurier. Discover how this chilling
tale of loss and suspense captivates readers. Learn more!
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