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I have a lingering affection for that o u t m o d e d term 'point o f view'. Recent 
narrative theorists have disliked the term because it obscures distinctions (for 
example between perspective and voice in literary narrative), and because its 
reliance upon a visual metaphor seems ill-suited to the various ways in which a 
narrator or reader is positioned by and in a literary text. B u t its reliance upon a 
visual model is less o f a disadvantage so far as the analysis o f film is concerned, 
and it has the important virtue that it links technical and ideological position. 
Th i s latter virtue is o f paramount importance when one's concern is with 
issues o f morality — how a text encourages its readers or viewers to position 
themselves with regard to issues o f moral conduct. 

Mora l i ty is int imately concerned with our perspective o n the events 
a n d situations that w e witness, a n d how we act in response to them. In the 
non-technical sense o f the term, our p o i n t o f view on things has thus a 
moral d imens ion . Act ion in a literal sense is not an op t ion when we are 
reading a b o o k or watching a film, bu t to the extent that imaginat ive 
involvement in art hones our powers o f moral d iscr iminat ion, the form o f 
our metaphorica l pos i t ioning with regard to what we read, or view in the 
c inema, has moral significance. A scene in a film involving the murder o f a 
w o m a n by a m a n can be experienced by a male viewer in very different 
ways. Is he led to feel the horror o f the event and to experience vicariously 
the terror arid suffering o f the w o m a n ? Is he, alternatively, invited to 
experience the perhaps perverted pleasure attr ibuted by the film to the 
murderer? O r is he perhaps encouraged not to empathize with either 
character, but to follow the scene in a m o r e dis tanced a n d intellectual 
manner? W h o s e eyes d o we see through? T h e s e are crude alternatives, bu t 
even expressed in such an unsophis t icated manner o n e can see that the 
choice o f a po int o f view, a proffered narrative perspective, has ma jor 
implicat ions o f both a technical a n d a mora l character. 

Michael Powell ' s 1 9 6 0 film Peeping Tom raises these issues in a stark 
way. A film about a m a n w h o films w o m e n while m u r d e r i n g them a n d 

N O R D I C J O U R N A L O F E N G L I S H S T U D I E S V O L . 2 No. 2 303 



Morality, voyeurism, and 'point of view': Michael Powell's Peeping Tom ( I960) 

304 

which seems m o r e concerned to direct the audience 's sympathy towards 
the murderer than towards his vict ims can hardly expect to escape censure, 
a n d indeed it seriously d a m a g e d its director's career a n d destroyed that o f 
its writer. Public i ty for the film u n a m b i g u o u s l y invited the audience to 
indulge a salacious voyeurism in watching the film: o n e publicity poster 
p ic tured the d o o m e d first v ic t im D o r a staring at the camera/murderer , 
a c c o m p a n i e d by the text: ' C a n you see yoursel f in this picture? C a n you 
see yourse l f facing the terror o f a diabolical killer? C a n you guess how 
y o u ' d look? You' l l live that k ind o f excitement, suspense , horror, when y o u 
watch " P e e p i n g T o m ' " . T h e publ ic i ty text is clearly concerned to prepare 
viewers to a d o p t unusual points o f view, bu t revealingly it hedges its bets 
with regard to whose po int o f view can be expected to be thrust o n the 
viewer. ' C a n y o u guess h o w y o u ' d look' has a sort o f doub le purchase , 
invit ing a w o m a n to imag ine what she would look like as vict im, while 
invit ing a m a n to imagine look ing at a female vict im. T h e words 
'excitement, suspense , horror' also seem to offer the chance to experience 
vicariously emot ions associated both with crazed killer and tetrified vict im. 

B u t if the publicity dangles the prospect o f a sort o f sensationalist 
voyeurism in front o f the prospective viewer, the film itself also explores 
voyeurism. Leo Marks the screenwriter, who had been a coding expert during 
the war, was fascinated by Freud (who once visited his parents' bookshop) , 
and originally proposed to Director Powell a 'biopic' o f Freud (Christie 1994, 
85 ) . According to Marks , 'The greatest code o f all was the unconscious, and 
Freud appeared to have deciphered it. Perhaps not accurately, altogether, but 
what an attempt he'd made! ' For Marks , 'whilst psychotherapy is the study o f 
the secrets a person keeps from him or herself, codes are the study o f secrets 
nations keep from each other' (1998 , xii). T h e film and the published 
screenplay are full o f reference to 'keys', and a psychologist in the film talks o f 
the murderer's scoptophilia. There is no doubt that the film does at dmes 
at tempt to get the viewer to adopt the perspective o f sympathetic analyst o f the 
murderer in the film; his murderous voyeurism is related to a conventionally 
Freudian view o f the effects o f childhood trauma. 

O n e unfortunate aspect o f this is that readings o f the film can easily 
slip f rom interpretation to decoding , uncovering precisely those Freudian 
mean ings that screenwriter Leo M a r k s p u t into his script in a circular cycle 
o f t ransformat ions . B u t to br ing a critical a n d moral ly alert intelligence to 
bear o n the film we need to go beyond the clues to be found in the film's 
screenplay, a n d to look at the pos i t ioning o f the viewer by the whole range 
o f filmic techniques that the director makes use of. 
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The opening scene 

T h e open ing o f Peeping Tom is c inematical ly highly crafted. First we are 
presented with the names o f the producers against a neutral background , 
a n d then with a realistic archery target co loured like an R A F roundel with 
concentr ic circles o f red (outside) white, and blue (centre), into which a 
n u m b e r o f arrows have already been fired. ( 'The Archers ' was the n a m e 
given to the product ion c o m p a n y formed by the col laborat ion o f Michael 
Powell a n d E m e r i c Pressburger, so that this shot has iconic a n d 
intertextual-generic significance.) T h e brief sequence opens as a close-up 
with only the centre o f the target visible, but the camera then pans 
backwards to reveal the whole o f it. T h e twang o f a bowstr ing a n d the 
swish o f the arrow then a c c o m p a n y the image o f an arrow which is fired 
into the centre o f the bull. After a few seconds the words 'A Michae l 
Powell p roduc t ion ' appea t on screen b o t t o m left. After a hal f fade we then 
cut suddenly to the image o f a closed right eye. A l m o s t immedia te ly it 
jetks open , filling the screen as d id the target. T h e eye is b lue , like the 
centre o f the target into which the arrow has been fired (a dupl icat ion that 
reinforces a sense o f the eye's vulnerability). T h e s u d d e n open ing o f the 
eye suggests surprise or fear — a suggest ion underwritten by a dramat ic 
d o u b l e chord on the film's s o u n d track. T h e first chord is s truck while the 
eye is closed, the second, which modula te s upwards , after it has been 
opened . In spite o f the expectat ions raised by the film's title, this brief 
open ing shot s trongly evokes a sense o f the eye o f the observed rather than 
that o f the observing person. S o m e t h i n g has shocked the possessor o f this 
eye, perhaps s o m e t h i n g represented by or s imul taneous to the first 
d t a m a t i c chord on the soundtrack: the eye is not narrowed in a manner 
suggest ive o f surveillance, bu t wide in the m a n n e r o f a scared potential 
prey. It appears too to be the eye o f a w o m a n : s o m e t h i n g that suggests not 
a Peep ing T o m but his traditional vict im. As C a r o l J . C lover aptly 
remarks , ' In case w e d o u b t e d which o f the eye's two operat ions Peeping 
Tom wishes to privilege in its analysis o f horror c inema, this o p e n i n g 
m i n u t e spells it out : not the eye that kills, but the eye that is "k i l led" . ' 

T h e r e is a sense in which this very brief scene (which, like the film's 
final shot , is never given intradiegetic anchor ing or correlated with the rest 
o f the film's act ion) , serves nonetheless as a sort o f ideological establ ishing 
shot. Tradi t iona l ly an establishing shot is, as Frank Beaver has it, 'A shot 
that establishes the locat ion o f a film story or scene' ( 1 9 9 4 , 134 ) . H e r e 
however it is not so m u c h physical or geographical location as ideological 
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pos i t ion ing or po int o f view that is established. W e look at a w o m a n ' s eye 
o p e n i n g in apparent terror in response to a perceived threat. 

T h e eye appears to be look ing into the camera , a l though it is hard to 
be absolutely sure; ascertaining eye focus a n d direction is hard when one is 
faced with o n e eye rather than two, a n d without being able to correlate eye 
m o v e m e n t with head inclination. Indeed it is not easy quickly to establish 
whether it is the right or the left eye on the screen; in the c inema this m a y 
be imposs ible . T h e pupi l also makes small flickering m o v e m e n t s , 
sugges t ing that it is not fixedly focussed u p o n one stationary object . S o 
that a l though the eye does indeed seem to be focussed u p o n camera , it is 
no t necessarily the case that the effect is, as Reynold H u m p h r i e s claims, 
that o f m a k i n g spectators ' suddenly finding themselves be ing l ooked at' 
( 1 9 9 5 , 4 0 ) ; the pr imary effect is that o f a l lowing us to observe the eye o f a 
w o m a n frightened by s o m e t h i n g that is not us. It is, after all, wor th asking 
w h y Powell focusses in on one eye rather than on a pair o f eyes: the 
i m m e d i a t e answer is that this enables h im to establish a parallel wi th the 
archery target. M o r e generally, however, it is poss ible to surmise that this 
sense o f not being sure whether we are be ing looked at helps to establish 
the ambigu i ty at the heart o f voyeurism: the voyeur both wants to be 
invisible and to have his identity conf i rmed in interaction. Themat ica l ly , 
then, this open ing sequence introduces the not ion o f an e c o n o m y o f 
gaz ing which is asymmetrical : we observe f rom a posit ion o f power , no 
threat is directed against us. A t the s ame t ime, no recognit ion o f o u r own 
h u m a n i t y is vouchsafed by the observed eye. At its most extreme: we are 
invited to enjoy observing a fear that we have not caused and can not alleviate. 

T h e film n o w moves directly into the first dramat ic scene in which 
the murderer M a r k encounters , then murders , the prost i tute D o r a . After a 
brief shot showing a c ine-camera concealed at chest level behind the duffel 
coat o f the (as yet a n o n y m o u s ) M a r k , we switch to someth ing akin to 
subject ive camera as w e follow what we a s s u m e is being filmed b y this 
intradiegetic carneta. I say ' someth ing akin to ' , because we see the cross o f 
the viewfinder i m p o s e d o n what is in front o f us, so that a l though D o r a in 
o n e sense appears to look at, a n d talk to , 'us ' , 'we' are look ing t h r o u g h the 
viewfinder o f a camera she cannot as yet see, and through which n o - o n e is 
actually looking. T h e effect is thus like subject ive camera but with a weird 
d i s tancing effect. T h e viewer cannot s ink into the fantasy that he or she is 
in the world o f the film, being addressed by D o r a , because w e are 
pre sumably seeing someth ing that the still a n o n y m o u s M a r k is n o t seeing 
in qui te the s ame form, as we k n o w that he cannot be look ing t h r o u g h the 
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camera ' s viewfinder. T h i s particular cine camera has to be held at eye-level 
for the viewfinder to be used; moreover, M a r k cannot be look ing through 
the viewfinder at the start o f the encounter , otherwise D o r a w o u l d not ice 
this a n d not be s h o c k e d later o n when she b e c o m e s aware o f the camera . 
T h u s a l though K a j a S i lverman is correct to state that M a r k ' s relation 
with the w o m e n he m u r d e r s is m e d i a t e d by his camera , she is in error 
w h e n she states that ' f rom the m o m e n t that he first s ights o n e o f them as 
a b r idge to phal l ic identi f icat ion, he never looks away f rom the view 
finder' ( 1 9 8 8 , 3 3 ) — b o t h with regard to D o r a a n d , subsequent ly , also to 
his later v ic t ims V iv i an a n d Mil ly . 

O n c e the two have reached her b e d r o o m and she has started 
undress ing, D o r a does notice what M a r k is d o i n g after he has turned to his 
bag, retrieved someth ing , and has started to project a l ight on to her face, 
a n d we m a y be expected to a s sume that at this po in t he is ho ld ing the 
camera up to his face. It is worth stressing that prior to D o r a ' s awareness o f 
what M a r k is do ing , this open ing sequence places the viewer in what , were 
the scene to be treated as 'realistic', is a dis turbingly d o u b l e (or a m b i g u o u s ) 
relat ionship to what is displayed. O u r po int o f view is in one sense h u m a n : 
D o r a appears to be look ing at and talking to M a r k / u s , but 'we' are 
represented by a lens o f which she is at least initially unaware. In another 
sense, however, our po int o f view is n o n - h u m a n (we are seeing through a 
viewfinder that no o n e is looking through, so that when M a r k projects his 
film later on we see the captured events for the second t ime, but he sees 
t h e m in this form for the first t ime) . A l t h o u g h this precise perspective is 
not repeated later in the film (we d o have shots which appear to be taken 
through the camera viewfinder, but they represent what M a t k is actually 
seeing) , it sets a particular distantial ' tone' : we follow M a r k ' s watching , bu t 
wi thout feeling a close identification with h im. 

T h i s sense o f seeing from someone ' s perspective wi thout seeing 
through their eyes is o n e o f the things that makes this open ing sequence so 
very dis turbing. O n the o n e hand it invites the use o f words such as 
'vicarious' a n d 'voyeurism' , but o n the other h a n d it does have a 
defamil iar is ing effect, forcing the viewer to , as it were, see the voyeur while 
being the voyeur. D o r a ' s b e m u s e m e n t fol lowed by terror is offered up to 
'us ' to witness a n d experience, and 'we' indeed appear to be addressed as 
the source o f her fear, but at the s ame t ime 'we' are not M a r k , so we are 
n o t accountab le for what she suffers. W e are offered the chance to be 
surrogates for M a r k , wi thout responsibil ity for what he does . 'We ' , in fact, 
are not even a person (Mark) at the start o f the scene; we are only a 
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camera , filming with no-one looking through the viewfinder. W h a t then 
this open ing sequence does , a m o n g other things, is to c o m b i n e and 
confuse points o f view so as to present the viewer with the voyeuristic 
experience in its impossibly purest form. W e see without being thete. W e are 
both the murderer causing D o r a to react in terror, and also the empty space 
behind the viewfinder. W e are powerful and feared, and absent and impotent. 

Reynold H u m p h r i e s has interpreted this o p e n i n g sequence in a 
slightly different way. H e has argued that because D o r a looks the viewer 
straight in the eye (in his words , ' the w o m a n ' s look is o n the s a m e level as 
that o f the carneta, whereas we know from Shot 3 that the camera is 
h idden on the level o f the m a n ' s waist ' ) , a n d because D o r a is unaware o f 
the existence o f the camera , 'only o n e interpretation is poss ible : it is the 
camera o f Peeping Tom a n d not the man ' s camera which allows this 
exchange o f looks, which is thus an exchange between spectator and 
prost i tute ' ( 1 9 9 5 , 4 4 ) . B u t if the camera is as he suggest , ' the camera o f 
Peeping Tom a n d not the man ' s ' , then why d o we see the cross o f the 
viewfinder i m p o s e d u p o n the screen? A n d why when M a r k replays his 
f i lm, is D o r a look ing straight at h i m / u s as she does while M a r k is filming? 
I agree with H u m p h r i e s that this scene presents the viewer with an 
interpretative prob lem: o n a realistic level, it provides us with 
contradictory information. For if D o r a were unaware o f M a r k ' s camera , 
she would not be looking at it (i.e. at M a r k ' s chest or s t o m a c h rather than 
at his eyes). B u t this is not the only such contradict ion in Peeping Tom: as I 
will argue below, another o n e is when we appear to be watching Vivian 
seconds before her death through M a r k ' s camera , at which she is looking, 
a l though this t ime we d o not see the viewfinder cross a l though what w e see 
dur ing this s econd murder sequence shares an identical camera po int o f 
v iew with M a r k ' s later project ion o f his filming o f this scene. 

Realism and the conventional 

'Contrad ic t ions ' such as this have to be under s tood at least in part in terms 
o f filmic convent ions . W h e n we m o v e from shot to reverse shot o f a 
d ia logue between two people we can work out that the scene m u s t have 
been shot twice, because we never catch sight o f the 'other' camera . B u t 
this is not h o w w e read, or are meant to read, such a scene. Similarly, when 
D o r a looks us in the eye, in a frame that includes a viewfinder cross, I 
suspect that few spectators respond: 'That ' s impossible! ' . H o w viewers read 
this scene can only be guessed at on the basis o f one ' s o w n responses . I 
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suspect that mos t viewers live through what is an imposs ib le experience in 
the real, extra fi lmic world, while retaining a shadowy a n d dis turbing-
defamil iar is ing sense that it is imposs ible . After all, we are looking f rom a 
concealed v iewpoint but we are s imultaneous ly being acknowledged , 
interacted with. A n d it is this contradict ion that is precisely the imposs ib le 
wish o f the voyeur: to c o m b i n e invisibility, invulnerability a n d power with 
h u m a n interaction. It is impor tant for director Powell to place the viewer 
in the s i tuat ion o f experiencing be ing looked at by D o r a , placed in a 
pos i t ion in which we appear to be recognized by D o r a a n d sharing what 
we a s s u m e to be Mark's rather than his camera's v iewpoint , while at the 
s a m e t ime enjoying the security a n d voyeuristic privilege o f be ing given 
access to the eye o f a h idden camera. In this open ing scene we are given 
what for the voyeur is the best o f bo th worlds : comple te secrecy a long with 
h u m a n interaction a n d recognit ion o f our o w n existence. T h e impor tant 
po int , I think, is that the film offers m e m b e r s o f the c inema audience 
exactly that illusory a n d imposs ib le c o m b i n a t i o n o f perspectives that the 
Peep ing T o m yearns for: on the o n e h a n d a n o n y m i t y a n d symbol ic power 
through undetected observation, a n d o n the other h a n d interaction a n d 
existential recognit ion. T h e offer is m a d e only to be rescinded, however. It 
is clearly revoked later on dur ing Mark ' s screening o f the film, when we 
watch M a r k f rom the back, watching the film ( remember that when the 
film was first shown a lmost everyone in the c inema will have had s o m e o n e 
b e h i n d him/her , watching them watch M a r k watch the film . . . ) . 

In the earlier o f his two articles on Peeping Tom, Reyno ld H u m p h r i e s 
has d e m o n s t t a t e d that in this film the unacknowledged convent ions that 
gu ide a n d construct our viewing are defamil iarised a n d foregrounded at 
crucial po ints in the film. O n e patt icularly impor tant insight o f 
H u m p h r i e s involves a brief m o m e n t in the open ing sequence o f the film 
when M a r k approaches so close to the extradiegetic camera — what 
H u m p h r i e s refers to as 'the camera o f the enunciation — that his screen 
i m a g e is blurred. T h i s blurring draws the attention o f the viewer to the 
existence o f an extradiegetic camera , a n d this a long with the sense that we 
can now be looked at by M a r k ' s intradiegetic camera unsettles our sense o f 
voyeurist ic invulnerability. W h a t we see is no longer the result o f the 
observat ion o f an invisible eye, bu t o f the operat ion o f a very physical 
camera , o n e subject to the laws o f physics. Because our po int o f view is 
thereby physically anchored in the film's diegesis , it can be observed, a n d 
as H u m p h r i e s notes, we 'are now looked at by M a r k ' s camera , i.e., our 
l o o k is n o longer safe, we are the object o f a look a n d our unity is 
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d i s rupted ' ( 1 9 7 9 , 194) . T h i s unsettl ing o f our sense o f an invulnerable, 
invisible exttadiegetic perspective cont inues , according to H u m p h r i e s , 
through the film. In the scene dur ing which M a r k films the pol ice as they 
take away D o r a ' s body, for example , H u m p h r i e s shows h o w the cutt ing 
between intra- a n d extradiegetic cameras again makes the viewei aware o f 
the existence o f the normal ly 'invisible' camera. As I will argue below, such 
disor ient ing a n d defamil iaris ing effects are c o m p o u n d e d in the long scene 
with Viv ian , where we are shown an addit ional intradiegetic camera as well 
as Mark ' s . W h a t is important , however, is H u m p h r i e s ' s conclus ion: 

Thus the film achieves three things here: it reinforces identification 
(Mark's point of view = the spectator's point of view) and 
undermines it on another level (Mark's point of view 4- that of the 
director of Peeping Tom). Given these two elements, a third comes 
into play: when the spectator does not see via the camera of the 
énoncé, he/she cannot but see via that of the enunciation. There are 
therefore two cameras involved, but they are not filming the same 
thing all the time and one 'depends' on the other. (1979, 195) 

T h e conclus ion is important , I think, because by u n d e r m i n i n g the 
audience ' s voyeuristic activity the film draws attention to the contradict ion 
at the heart o f voyeur i sm itself: the s imultaneous desire for both distance 
a n d involvement , for invisibility a n d h u m a n recognit ion and 
acknowledgement . H u m p h r i e s also draws attention to a comparab le 
unsett l ing effect in the screening o f Mark ' s father's film, when the y o u n g 
M a r k turns his newly acquired camera (the acquis i t ion o f paternal 
authority) on to the camera o f the father, and thus o n to M a r k ' s tenant 
H e l e n (who is watching the projected film), a n d on to us, too . 

For her, it is too much and she asks Mark to stop the film. Her 
voyeuristic status is even more clearly revealed to her than at the 
point where he started to set up his camera to film her. N o w the 
screen is doing what it is not meant to do: it is looking back at 
her/us, returning her/our look, showing itself to be the Real that is 
beyond our grasp, outside the realm and reach of desire, what we 
thought we could grasp in reality and quite unproblematically; that 
imaginary unity into which we re-inscribe ourselves anew with 
every film-going experience is split apart. (1979, 198) 

T h e viewer's complex a n d contradictory experiences dur ing the film's 
o p e n i n g sequence are founded u p o n a s sumpt ions that have to be 
establ ished very rapidly as this open ing scene develops . T h e shot showing 
the camera inside M a r k ' s duffel coat is not inc luded in Leo Marks ' s 
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screenplay, a n d had the film not inc luded this shot then the viewer w o u l d 
b e led to a s s u m e that M a r k is filming while look ing through the 
viewfinder. Moreover , the control o f the camera suggests the control o f 
s o m e o n e able to see what he is filming — especially in its final z o o m 
forward closer a n d closer to D o r a ' s face, a m o v e m e n t which even o n first 
v iewing we m a y a s sume accompanie s s o m e sort o f threat. ( T h e final shot 
in the 'live' scene is o f D o r a ' s face filling the screen with her eyes a lmost 
shut in terror, bu t when we watch the s a m e events in M a r k ' s replayed film 
immedia te ly afterwards, the final shot is o f Dora ' s open, screaming mouth , 
which this t ime fills both Mark's and our screen: her eyes are not to be seen.) 

T h e r e is o f course a po int at which realistic a s sumpt ions cease to be 
appropr ia te to this sort o f analysis. In 'real life' a camera with no eye at the 
viewfindei cou ld not film as accurately as does the camera in this scene, but 
to object to the film on this basis would be to ignore the way in which 
cinematic conventions control the way in which the audience reads this scene. 
T h e typical viewer responds to this scene, one suspects, just as he or she was 
presumably intended to: vicariously sharing Mark's experience o f first meeting 
the unsuspecting D o r a and then observing her terror as she is murdered (a 
terror that seems aimed at and caused by the observer) — while also knowing 
that M a r k is also capturing this sequence o f events on film. Nevertheless, the 
contradiction that exists at the diegetic level in this scene (Dora is looking both 
at the camera and at Matk) is crucial to the film's exploration o f the experience 
o f voyeurism, for this ' impossible' unifying o f the unseen carneta a n d the seen 
eyes represents the impossible dream o f the voyeur: to watch while hidden and 
unperceived and at the same time to be interacted with, to exchange intimate 
recognition o f self with another. M o s t important: this uniting o f mutually 
exclusive points o f view has a defamiliarising effect upon the audience, and 
this, it seems to me , is o f moral significance. 

U p to the final few m o m e n t s in this scene (that is, those fol lowing 
M a r k ' s turning away f rom D o r a a n d then turn ing back as he plays a l ight 
o n her face), D o r a certainly seems unaware o f the camera , so that the effect 
o f the scene is partly that o f m a k i n g the viewer a concealed observer o f 
both M a r k a n d D o r a , an effect conf i rmed when we immedia te ly proceed to 
a scene subsequent to the murder in which we are placed b e h i n d M a r k , 
watching h im watch D o r a ' s projected i m a g e on screen. At the s a m e t ime, 
because w e k n o w that no-one within the film's diegesis can be seeing, or 
cou ld see, exactly what we are seeing ( D o r a and the viewfinder cross) 
because the viewfinder cross would not be visible when the film is 
pro jected , there is a s t rong sense o f staging in this scene, o n e buttressed by 
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the urgency o f the soundtrack music , a b o u t which m o r e will be said below. 
T h i s is a performance arranged for us; its artifice reminds us, makes us 
consc ious o f the fact, that we are watching a film, not ju s t in the sense that 
in the film's diegesis we are observing a process o f filming, but more 
importandy that what we see and hear is being controlled and metaphorically 
orchestrated for us. W e are invited to enjoy being a camera through which no-
o n e is looking, we are invited to sink into the safe and surrogate fantasy world 
o f the cinema, while having these experiences defamiliarised, deconstructed, 
laid bare. W e are invited, in short, to luxuriate in the sensation o f being a 
Peeping T o m while looking at the hopelessly impossible desire o f the Peeping 
T o m . T h e film gives and the film takes away — but we retain a knowledge and 
understanding o f what we have been both granted and deprived of. 

Reyno ld H u m p h r i e s has drawn attention to the fact that the 
projected film o f D o r a ' s murder which M a r k is shown watching has been 
edi ted d o w n from the film we see be ing m a d e as we look at a screen 
conta in ing the cross o f M a r k ' s viewfinder. As he notes , a l though the film 
lingers on the rubbish bin, it does not include a shot o f the film packet 
be ing discarded, a n d the sequence on the stairs where he a n d we meet with 
a second w o m a n who is coming down the stairs is also missing. Humphr ie s 
argues that it cannot be M a r k who is to be taken as the film's editor. 

If he removes the sequence on the stairs, why keep the shot of the bin? 
As I have insisted, the shot remains held for several seconds, despite the 
fact that we do not see the box of film. There is no reason for this on 
the level of the énoncé, but once we foreground the role of editing as 
part of the énonciation, a coherent explanation is possible. (1995,48) 

H u m p h r i e s ' s 'coherent explanat ion' falls into two parts : first that that 
experience o f be ing treated by the w o m a n descending the stairs as an 
ob ject o f c o n t e m p t is removed for both M a r k a n d for us, a n d second that 
it is r edundant so far as the story goes : reaching the vict im's b e d r o o m and 
kill ing her are p a r a m o u n t . T h e spectator's desire to get to the essential thus 
has a larming repercussions for his/her viewing pos i t ion(s ) . ( 1 9 9 5 , 4 8 ) 

T h e c inema viewer is unlikely to be aware o f these cuts on initial 
viewing, and is perhaps not intended to be so: in a private c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
Reyno ld H u m p h r i e s has suggested that we are deal ing here with the 
work ing o f unconsc ious coding : as a result o f e l iminat ing certain materials 
between the filmed and the projected scene, ' the film brilliantly gives the 
spectators what they want a n d what they are there for: ' to see the gory 
details a n d to enjoy them' . T h u s the cuts are impor tant not in spite o f the 
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fact that they m a y not be noticed by the audience , but precisely because of 
this fact: they focus on Mark ' s and the (male) spectator 's desire. T h e 
speeding-up o f the sequence as projected by M a r k helps to emphas ize an 
e lement o f sexual excitement, clearly displayed in h i m as he watches the 
film. A n d as has been noted, the projected film gives us both less (the cuts) 
and more (the final shot o f Dora ' s screaming mouth) than the 'live' sequence. 
As to whether it is reasonable to assume that M a r k may have edited his own 
film, I think that m y primary response is that like the question o f how many 
children Lady Macbeth has, this is not something that the viewer is 
encouraged to think about, as he or she is unlikely to notice the cuts. (Which 
does not, it should be stressed, mean that he or she is unaffected by them.) 
Nevertheless, the lingering shot o f the rubbish bin does have thematic force, 
a n d Mark's interest in it could be given an intradiegetic explanation. 

C o m p a r i s o n o f Powell 's film with Leo Marks ' s screenplay is 
interesting at this point . In the screenplay the w o m a n descending the stairs 
(described by H u m p h r i e s as a prost i tute) is presented as follows. 

A Woman with hair like a two-toned car comes down the stairs, 
winks at Dora — looks at us for a moment with great curiosity 
. . .winks . . . then passes out of camera. (1998, 7) 

T h e description actually gives greater backing to Humphries ' s description o f 
her as a prostitute than does the filmed sequence, in which I had taken her 
expression o f distasteful impatience to extend to Dora ' s profession and her 
client. Again in the screenplay, the cuts in the sequence are achieved by the 
screen's being obscured by Mark's head, but importantly the sequence o f the 
w o m a n on the stairs is included. Powell's compression o f the sequence creates 
a greater urgency and suggestion o f sexual excitement, and Humphr ie s is 
certainly right that the exclusion o f the sequence on the stairs — whether as a 
result o f the editing activity o f the intradiegetic M a r k or the extradiegetic 
Powell - has the effect o f removing both those elements which are 
unconnected to the murderous sexual chase, and also the descending woman ' s 
contemptuous gesture, a defamiliarising challenge to Mark's camera which 
threatens both his and our voyeuristic enjoyment. Before moving on from this 
quotation, it is worth noting Marks's use o f ' u s ' rather than 'Mark' . 

Watching watching 

A foregrounded playing a r o u n d with reflexive processes o f d o u b l e 
observat ion recurs throughout Peeping Tom. M a r k ' s father films the y o u n g 
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M a r k watching a couple embrace (and the y o u n g M a r k is played by 
director Michae l Powell 's o w n son — so that the representation o f a father 
filming his son involves a father filming his son) ; M a r k wishes to film 
Helen watching a film o f h imsel f ( 'wanted to photograph y o u watching ' ) ; 
M a r k explains to Vivian that he is ' photograph ing y o u photograph ing me ' ; 
M a r k is watched by a detective as he h imse l f observes He len leaving work; 
a n d as he arranges his o w n death he says o f the cameras he has set to film 
his own death: 'Watch them Helen , watch t h e m say good-bye! ' . T h e 
repetitive pattern cannot but remind the viewer that he or she is also 
watching s o m e o n e watching someone : Kaja Silverman has suggested that on 
a general level, 'obsessive self-referentiality works to uncover the pathology o f 
male subjectivity', and that 

Peeping Tom gives new emphasis to the concept of reflexivity. Not 
only does it foreground the workings of the apparatus, and the 
place given there to voyeurism and sadism, but its remarkable 
structure suggests that dominant cinema is indeed a mirror with a 
delayed reflection. It deploys the film-within-a-film trope with a 
new and radical effect, making it into a device for dramatizing the 
displacement of lack from the male to the female subject. (1988, 32) 

Certa in ly those scenes o f the film which take place in a fictionalised film 
studio d u r i n g the product ion o f the intradiegetic The Walls are Closing In 
have a s trongly reflexive quality, a l lowing us to watch the intradiegetic 
director Arthur B a d e n watching the scene that he is creat ing for an 
intradiegetic audience , a scene that compri ses part o f another scene which 
is what the actual director Michae l Powell has created for us. L ike the 
players ' scene in Hamlet the reflexive qual i ty o f such strategies o f 
dupl ica t ion has an al ienating effect, caus ing us to be aware o f the c inema's 
artifices. As a result, one can I think isolate two o p p o s i n g forces in Peeping 
Tom. O n the o n e hand, a set o f filmic convent ions that from the first shot 
o f the jerked-open eye onwards encourage us to situate ourselves with 
regard to the depicted act ion as uninvolved observers - voyeurs. O n the 
other hand , a set o f self-reflexive elements that m a k e us consc ious o f our 
o w n voyeurist ic activity a n d o f the existential impover i shment and 
potential violence it carries with it. 

T h e challenges to the audience 's voyeuristic en joyment in Peeping 
Tom are generally indirect and implicit rather than overt and explicit. I f for 
example we c o m p a r e the film's final scene with that in Alfred Hi tchcock ' s 
1 9 5 4 film Rear Window, we can note that a l though there are clear parallels 
between the two scenes — the ma in male character's space is invaded, a 
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camera is used as or mistaken for a weapon - the manner in which the 
viewer is s i tuated with regard to the diegesis in the two works is qui te 
different. In Rear Window it is as if murderer Lars T h o r w a l d is threatening 
us, invading the space (first visually, then physically) which s tands for the 
c inema aud i tor ium. W h e n the d o o r bursts open , we are facing it f rom 
J e f f s perspective, T h o r w a l d is bear ing d o w n u p o n us. W h e n the d o o r is 
battered d o w n by the police in Peeping Tom the camera is s tanding to one 
side, al lowing us to watch Helen a n d M a r k as the pol ice rush over to them. 
W e witness the scene neither f rom the perspective o f the pol ice nor from 
that o f either M a r k Lewis or Helen . T h e camera at this po int is like the 
teacher o f languages in the confession scene in J o s e p h C o n r a d ' s Under 
Western Eyes ( 1 9 1 1 ) : an unobserved observer. B u t if the viewer o f Peeping 
Tom is repetitively situated as unobserved observer, he or she is also 
repetitively reminded o f the fact. T h u s at the very end o f the film, the shot o f 
the blank screen-within-a-screen, a shot which comes just prior to the cinema 
audience being faced with an actual rather than a depicted blank screen, causes 
us to recognize parallels between our situation in the cinema and Mark's 
situation in the diegesis. T i m e and time again we are granted the experience o f 
being a voyeur, only to be forced to observe - our own observing. 

T h e scene in the film s tudio leading up to Vivian ' s murder is also 
worthy o f note in this respect. I f we follow this scene f rom Vivian 's 
a t tending to her m a k e u p a lone in the dressing r o o m , we can follow a series 
o f shifts o f p e r s p e c t i v e pos i t ioning . In the dress ing r o o m the soundt rack is 
strictly intradiegetic: natural noises, voices from outs ide , a n d the m u s i c 
which ostensibly emanates f rom Vivian 's portable tape recorder. T h e 
camera pans a n d cuts to follow Vivian as she hides from the security guard , 
then slips o u t a long the corr idor a n d into the s tudio , bu t our at tent ion is 
focussed on her a n d not o n camera technique, which is such as to render 
itself invisible to the spectator. T h e n as she enters the s tudio the camera 
cuts from a close, s ideways-on angle , to a high shot d o w n . In retrospect 
(and perhaps in prospect , as hypothesis) we m a y see this particular shot as 
representative o f Mark ' s viewpoint , as he eventually appears high up o n a 
hoist . B u t there is no sense at this po in t that camera angle a n d m o v e m e n t , 
or cutt ing, have any intradiegetic anchoring ; technique does n o t draw 
attention to itself, bu t encourages the viewer to concentrate u p o n Vivian 
a n d her s i tuat ion from a spectatorial and uninvolved posi t ion. W e are 
encouraged to a d o p t the familiar role o f c inematic voyeur. A s Vivian 
moves into what appears to be an inner s tudio , she starts to call M a r k ' s 
n a m e . H e does not answer, but arc l amps are switched on , one at a t ime. 
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A s each l a m p is switched on , a jarring chord o n the soundtrack — clearly 
this t ime «c/røi ieget ic — signals 'surprise' , a n d Vivian looks appropriate ly 
shocked a n d disturbed. T h e convent ional e lement in this use o f the 
soundt rack to accentuate suspense represents a significant transit ion here, 
f rom a soundtrack which is ostensibly intradiegetic to o n e which is clearly 
extradiegetic (the c h o i d s have no realistic source within the world o f the 
scene) . It is at this po int that our sense o f s taging is strongest: the film at 
this po in t conforms to the convent ions o f a thriller, in which sudden and 
unexpected sounds and images cause the viewer to dupl icate that tension 
a n d fear that is being represented by one or more characters. T h e sudden 
chords may o f course be conventionally interpreted as transpositions or 
displacements o f the successive shocks experienced by Vivian as one by one the 
lights are illuminated, but they also serve as strong generic markers, causing 
the viewer to entertain expectations appropriate to the genre suspense/horror 
film. A n d o f course in shocking the audience, they evoke empathy between 
viewer and Vivian: we experience what she is portrayed as experiencing. 

Sound and diegesis 

Famil iar c inematic convent ions work so as to cause the viewer 
automat ica l ly a n d unconsc ious ly to interpret particular aspects o f a film 
soundt rack as overt markers o f the subjective experience o f characters, a n d 
indeed there is one fine example o f this elsewhere in the film: when M a r k 
is watching the film o f Vivian ' s murder , the urgent b a c k g r o u n d p iano 
m u s i c already associated with m u r d e r o u s sexual a n d voyeuristic excitement 
in h im is played, but when he hears a k n o c k on the d o o r (it is He len) and 
switches o f f his projector, the mus ic s tops abruptly at exactly the m o m e n t 
that he switches off the film, as it does , too , in a later sequence when 
He len makes M a r k switch off the projector. It seems clear at this po int 
that this mus ic is the external marker o f sexual excitement in M a r k , one 
which displays rather than c o m m e n t s u p o n his subjective state. T h u s the 
viewer's unders tanding o f the significance o f this mus i c develops in the 
course o f the film; it is first heard dur ing the film's m a i n credits, which are 
run after the scene in which D o r a is murdered , beg inning as M a r k watches 
the film that he took o f D o r a . T h e sense o f urgency, crescendo a n d cl imax 
in the mus i c , a c c o m p a n y i n g M a r k as he watches the film (as R e y n o l d 
H u m p h r i e s points out , ' T h e fact that the m a n rises f rom his chair as the 
w o m a n undresses and sinks back into it as she dies is an obv ious m o m e n t 
o f jouissance' [ 1 9 9 5 , 4 9 ] ) , and the s trong cu lminat ing chords suggest ive o f 
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closure as the film ends o n D o r a ' s open m o u t h , all encoutage the viewer to 
read the m u s i c as a depict ion o t 'objective correlative' o f M a r k ' s increasing 
sexual exci tement a n d climax. T h e n when Helen fitst enters Mark ' s dark­
r o o m , a n d she asks to see the film that he has just been look ing at, M a r k 
picks up the film which, we know, shows the pol ice removing Dora ' s 
b o d y , a n d the recognizable p i ano mus i c starts in a slower, m o r e reflective 
form, but s tops when M a r k on second thoughts returns the film to the 
c u p b o a r d . O n its first use in the film, then, this p i ano mus i c is given a 
d o u b l e identity: a c c o m p a n y i n g the credits and so extradiegetic, yet 
associated with M a r k ' s voyeuristic replaying o f his film a n d so betokening 
his perverted sexual excitement, a n d thus in a sense intradiegetic. B u t as 
scene follows scene, and especially after the m u s i c s tops when M a r k 
switches off the projector subsequent to hearing the k n o c k i n g on the door , 
the m u s i c increasingly tends to be read m o r e as a marker o f M a r k ' s dark 
subjectivity a n d less as extradiegetic a c c o m p a n i m e n t . 

T o a m u c h m o r e l imited extent this can also be said o f the dramat ic 
chords that a c c o m p a n y the switching o n o f the arc lights in the deserted 
film s tudio — they represent subjective shock experiences in Vivian while at 
the s ame shocking us and thus allowing us to empathize with her. But their 
m o r e familiar and conventional nature also brings a greater sense o f staging to 
the scene, more o f a sense o f an extradiegetic controlling organization, which is 
not there in the scene in which M a r k is watching his film. 

Blindness and insight 

T h e scene in which M a r k shows Helen his father's films o f h imse l f falls in 
between these examples : the p iano m u s i c comes to a s u d d e n dramat ic 
c l imax on two occas ions : first when the lizard is d r o p p e d o n the y o u n g 
M a t k ' s bed , and second when M a r k shocks Helen by revealing that the 
w o m a n w h o s e arms are seen in his film is his (dead) mother . 1 In both cases 
it can be a rgued that a l though the m o o d - c h a n g e s s ignalled by the m u s i c 
represent an objectif ication o f subjective experiences, first the y o u n g 
M a r k ' s a n d subsequent ly Helen ' s , the m u s i c has m o r e o f an extradiegetic 
feel to it than it does in the earlier scene where M a r k is watching his film 
alone. T h e mus i c is tepeated again while pictures o f the deve lopment o f 

' Mark's gift of an 'insect' brooch to Helen seems intended to replay this horrifying scene 
in a revised form that renders it safe and thus undoes the previous trauma. The brooch is 
however shaped not like a lizard (as Kaja Silverman claims: 1988, 35) but a dragonfly. 
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the film o f Vivian ' s murder are being shown - pictures which are cut to, 
a n d imposed as double exposures u p o n , the pictures o f M a r k a n d Helen at 
the restaurant. A n d the mus i c is again repeated when M a r k projects this 
film depict ing Vivian's horrified face in the presence o f the bl ind M r s 
S tephens ( leading to o n e o f the mos t striking visual effects o f the film 
when that part o f the frame projected o n to M r s Stephens ' s b o d y produces 
an image which resembles a skull, the clearest po in t at which the 
associat ion between representation and death is m a d e ) . 

L inda Wi l l i ams has noted that ' m a n y o f the " g o o d gir l " heroines o f 
the silent screen were often figuratively, or even literally, b l ind ' , a n d she 
suggests that o n e o f the ways that female bl indness functions in classical 
narrative c inema is to al low 'the look o f the male protagonis t to regard the 
w o m a n at the requisite safe dis tance necessary to the voyeur's pleasure, 
wi th no danger that she will return that look a n d in so d o i n g express 
desires o f her own ' ( 1 9 8 4 , 8 3 ) . M a r k does not kill M r s S tephens , a l though 
it appears that he is p tepar ing to d o so, a n d we are led to surmise that this 
is because he cannot see fear in her eyes, nor can he reflect her own 
terrified eyes back for her to witness. T h u s a l though Wil l i ams ' s point 
seems essentially correct, M a r k ' s need for his vict ims to see is a perverted 
recognit ion o f the fact that their inability to see h im w o u l d (and does) 
ignore his existential needs a n d rights jus t as he ignores theirs. General ly 
speak ing o n e w o u l d a s sume that a bl ind w o m a n w o u l d represent an ideal 
target for a Peeping T o m , al lowing more extensive unobserved observation 
than in the case o f a s ighted individual . T h e fact that M a r k ' s psychosis 
cannot operate with the bl ind M r s S tephens suggests that he is portrayed 
as m o r e than s imple Peeping T o m . 

Cameras and points of view 

In the cl imactic scene immedia te ly prior to Vivian's murder there are at 
least three anchor points which serve to determine the viewer's perspective. 
First there is (a) the extradiegetic camera (actually camera?, as we cut 
between different angles) , filming fitst Vivian a n d then M a r k a n d Vivian, 
ostensibly invisible to them a n d representing no intradiegetic presence. 
N e x t there is (b) the s tudio camera through which Vivian looks , a n d 
through which o n occas ions the viewer may imagine that he or she is 
looking. A n d then there is (c) M a r k ' s o w n ciné-camera, the o n e with 
which he actually films Vivian ' s death. In the closing seconds o f this scene 
it is not always clear whether we are be ing given (a) or (c). Shot s o f M a r k 
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f i lming are clearly from the perspective o f (b) , as we see his own camera 
f rom an angle incompat ib le with that o f the observed s tudio camera. A n d 
early shots o f M a r k f i lming Vivian are clearly seen ' through ' the lens o f his 
o w n camera , as we see the cross o f the viewfinder. B u t later head-on shots 
o f Viv ian give the impress ion o f be ing seen f rom the perspective o f Mark ' s 
camera , a l though Vivian is actually looking (I think) very slightly to our 
left. As the knife-ended tr ipod leg is held in M a r k ' s left h a n d we m a y 
a s s u m e that it is this that fixes her gaze, and that this is why her eyes are 
not po in ted directly at the lens. W e can indeed see the shadowy tr ipod leg 
a l o n g with what w e m a y later a s sume is the attached mirror, the 
' s ometh ing else' m e n t i o n e d by M a r k , a l though s ide-on shots o f the blade-
carrying leg d o not reveal it. Bu t , paradoxically, a l though we d o not see the 
cross o f his camera viewfinder as we have earlier in this scene a n d in the 
film's o p e n i n g sequence , our perspective seems so close to that o f M a r k ' s 
o w n camera that a l though logically the perspective w o u l d seem to be (a), 
the viewer does I th ink a s s u m e that it is actually (c). A l though the cross 
d i sappears f rom the viewfinder in this reading, M a r k ' s chalking o f a cross 
o n the floor to m a r k the spot on which he wishes Viv ian to s tand m a y be 
taken as s o m e sort o f wish to transfer that reality that he observes through 
his viewfinder on to the world outs ide the camera. W h e n she does s tand in 
the al lotted space, Vivian obscures the cross (which is proleptically the 
cross over her grave) ; her presence thus deletes the reminder that we are 
seeing through M a r k ' s viewfinder, so that the subsequent absence o f the 
viewfinder cross seems odd ly appropriate . T h i s invisibility o f the 
viewfinder cross captures Mark ' s subjective experience o f the scene: for 
h i m the camera is invisible, just as it will be when he views the film that he 
is taking. Also impor tant is the fact that in the closing seconds o f this 
scene, after M a r k has said, 'There ' s someth ing else', the soundtrack restarts 
the 'dramat ic ' mus ic , warning the audience o f the i m p e n d i n g dramat i c 
c l imax a n d increasing our sense both o f Mark ' s g rowing sexual exci tement 
a n d also o f the m a n a g e d nature o f the presentat ion. 

It is h a r d to be def ini te c o n c e r n i n g the prec i se results o f s u c h a 
m i x o f e l e m e n t s , b u t m y o w n r e s p o n s e to the film sugges t s to m e that 
d u r i n g this s cene w e never s i m p l y feel either tha t w e are see ing a n d 
e x p e r i e n c i n g f r o m the per spect ive o f o n e o f the character s , or that the 
s cene has been s t a g e d for us . G e n e r a l l y o u r sense is o f a t r a n s p a r e n t 
narra t ive that a l lows us to observe f r o m a neutra l a n d ext rad ieget ic 
p o s i t i o n , b u t this sense is o n o c c a s i o n s c o l o u r e d by an i m p r e s s i o n o f 
s t a g i n g w h i c h is u n d o u b t e d l y ca l led up b y the d r a m a t i c c h o r d s , the 
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extrad ieget ic m u s i c , a n d the final c l imax shot o f a b l o o d - r e d arc l ight. 
O n l y at the c lose o f the scene are we p l aced prec i se ly in M a r k ' s 
p o s i t i o n , l o o k i n g with h i m t h r o u g h his v iewfinder . M y a s s u m p t i o n is 
that the a b s e n c e o f the v iewf inder cross is s o m e t h i n g o f which the 
a u d i e n c e is u n a w a r e g iven the d r a m a t i c na ture o f the s e q u e n c e , a n d 
Powell m a y i n d e e d have chosen to o m i t the cross so as to increase the 
dramat ic impac t o f the scene, so as to focus on Vlvian-being-frightened-of-
M a r k rather than o n Vivian-being-f i lmed. It is also the case that the film's 
relentless a n d repetitive portrayal o f processes o f reflexivity produces a 
constant sense o f mult ip le m e a n i n g that is in tension with our experience 
o f being an uninvolved observer o f a realistic sequence o f act ions. 

All o f these elements prior to the final shots o f the terrorized Vivian 
release s trong generic expectations which di lute our sense o f a realistic 
scene and thus cause us to distance ourselves from the characters and lessen 
our involvement with their fate. Another way o f expressing this w o u l d be 
to suggest that these elements heighten the voyeuristic e lement in our 
experience o f the scene, because the generic markers increase our sense that 
'it is only a film'. T h e scene also invites voyeuristic engagement because 
our looking does n o t mirror anyone ' s looking in the film's diegesis — which 
w o u l d counter our sense o f unobserved watching a n d give us a greater 
sense o f vulnerabil i ty — but neither d o we feel the s trong presence o f an 
organiz ing intelligence with a design u p o n us, s o m e t h i n g that again w o u l d 
reduce that sense o f privacy and secrecy central to the experience o f the 
voyeur. ( T h e organiz ing intelligence is o f course there, but because it is 
dissolved into the fluid m o v e m e n t s o f the extra-diegetic camera to which 
our attention is not drawn, its conventional nature renders it invisible to 
us.) B u t at the end o f the scene our p lacement changes : we are in the 
scene, being looked at a n d re sponded to by Vivian , we are M a r k . T h i s 
m o v e m e n t from invisibility and non-existence to object o f fear brings 
together the two aspects o f the Peeping T o m ' s desire: to be safe, 
invulnetable, private, a n d to be responded to. T h e fact that these two 
aspects are irreconcilable is not foregrounded to the s a m e extent at this 
point , indeed by al lowing the viewer to experience them successively rather 
than s imultaneously , it is concealed. 

In this scene, then, the film presents the (male) viewer with a doub le 
sense o f invading a privacy. W e are first pos i t ioned to invade Vivian ' s 
privacy by voyeuristically observing her when she believes herself to be 
alone, a n d then w e both watch a n d partake in Mark ' s invading o f Vivian ' s 
privacy in the m o s t brutal m a n n e r possible. 
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De familiarising voyeurism 

I f I a m right, then the extent to which Peeping Tom is f i lmed in such a way 
as to encourage especially the male viewer to b e c o m e aware o f his 
voyeurist ic tendencies varies from scene to scene. B u t even in scenes in 
which the defamil iat is ing process is less apparent , the cumulative force o f 
the shifts o f po int o f view is genetally destabilising. T h e viewer is m a d e a 
self-conscious voyeur while watching a film about a self-conscious voyeur. 

Such reflexive parallels might be felt to underwrite the attempt to garner 
sympathy for M a r k Lewis, especially as little attempt is m a d e to evoke the 
viewer's compass ion for either D o r a or Mil ly — although some such attempt is 
perhaps m a d e in the case o f Vivian. Interviewed by Chris Rodley, Leo Marks 
denied that the similarity between his name and that o f M a r k Lewis was 
deliberate or significant (from a m a n who used to set the Times crossword this 
is not wholly convincing, especially as the name he gives the director in the 
film - Arthur Baden — is obviously an in-joke, suggesting a link with the 
director of the film Michael Powell through the name o f founder o f the boy 
scouts Lord Baden-Powell) , but he does link M a r k to the cinema viewer. 

I believe that the cinema makes voyeurs of us all. And I wanted to 
write a study of one particular voyeur, from a little boy to the time 
that he died. I wanted to show, visually, what made him a Peeping 
T o m , and scatter throughout that as many visual clues as I could 
find, in the hope that the audience would want to discover the clear 
text of this man's code for themselves. (1998, xx) 

T h e c o m m e n t seems a lmos t d ivided against itself. O n the o n e h a n d it 
suggests that in watching a film about a voyeur w e will all b e c o m e aware o f 
our o w n voyeur i sm as film viewers. B u t on the other h a n d the c o m m e n t s 
a b o u t M a r k Lewis here suggest that there is s o m e t h i n g special a b o u t his 
u p b r i n g i n g that has turned h i m (but not m o s t people) into a Peep ing 
T o m . In like manner , I feel that Peeping Tom is a film div ided against 
itself. Aspects o f the film are such as to encourage the viewet to relate his 
or her o w n c inemat ic watching to M a r k Lewis 's scopophi l ia , bu t other 
aspects d i scourage such a drawing o f parallels. 

I f the viewer recognizes her- or (especially) h imse l f in M a r k Lewis , 
then c o m i n g to terms with this shared experience o f being a voyeur shou ld 
m e a n that unders tanding M a r k Lewis will cause the audience to have 
greater insight into its o w n voyeuristic impulses and , conversely, that 
confront ing the voyeuristic e lement in our c inemat ic experience will help 
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us to unders tand — a n d sympathize with - M a r k Lewis. B u t if we see M a r k 
Lewis as an isolated oddbal l , the one-off result o f his father's perverted 
t reatment o f h im in chi ldhood, then we are unlikely to see similarities 
between his scopophi l ia a n d our c inemat ic viewing. 

O u r choice o f interpretive strategy has, I think, m u c h to d o with the 
extent to which we recognise the ways in which Peeping Tom engages with 
what El i sabeth Bronfen has described as the 'perverse e c o n o m y o f gazing' 
in our society. For in spite o f its moral a n d aesthetic lapses the film does 
uncover the violence implicit in the trade in representations o f w o m e n ' s 
bodies . A l t h o u g h in o n e sense D o r a , Vivian a n d Mi l ly are o n the margins 
o f society, in another sense their trades symbol ize structurally central 
e lements in the Britain o f 1 9 6 0 . I find it interesting to c o m p a r e the 
tobacconist ' s shop in which M a r k takes his pornographic photographs 
with the shop in which M r . Verloc , the title-character in J o s e p h C o n r a d ' s 
The Secret Agent ( 1 9 0 7 ) , uses as front for his political spying. Bo th shops 
display pictures o f naked a n d semi-naked w o m e n , a n d both shops -
because they are shops , open to the general publ i c — serve as po ints o f 
contact between the t aboo , the marginal , a n d the perverse on the one 
hand , a n d the publ ic , the normal , a n d the respectable o n the other. 

T h e male viewer's intermittent identification with M a r k Lewis is 
crucial, for it draws the m e n o f a whole society into M a r k ' s perverse 
e c o n o m y o f gazing. Even the way in which the film divides w o m e n into 
those w h o 'ask for it' a n d ' good girls' like He len is deconstructed by the 
way in which M a r k is connected to both : he is b o t h charming dinner 
c o m p a n i o n a n d shy conversationalist with Helen , a n d also murder ing 
pervert with D o r a , Vivian a n d Milly. T h e four w o m e n all play different 
parts in the s a m e system, just as the prost i tute in Wi l l i am Blake's p o e m 
' L o n d o n ' is related to 'the marriage hearse' . It w o u l d be bizarre to 
categorize Peeping Tom as a feminist film, and yet it makes available 
insights central to that second wave o f feminism that was to flourish at the 
end o f the decade in which it was first shown. Before the arguments o f 
second-wave feminists ga ined currency, the idea that prost i tut ion, 
pornography , or even the work o f the g l a m o r o u s female film star were 
l inked both symbolical ly a n d directly to structures o f violence in society 
seemed absurd. A n d yet such a l ink is to be found clearly del ineated in 
Peeping Tom. In this film, the fact that a m a n filming a w o m a n is literally 
involved in violence against her has crucial symbolic force. W e can note in 
passing that this same association o f filming and violence is picked up in a 
work for which the term 'feminist ' does not seem inappropriate — Margaret 
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A t w o o d ' s 1 9 7 2 novel Surfacing, in which a husband w h o abuses his wife 
also forces her to per form naked while he and his partner film her. 

Moral decisions 

In an interview first published in 1989 the American film director Martin 
Scorcese comments at length about the effect that Peeping Tom had on h im 
when first he saw it in 1962 . S u m m i n g up his view o f the film, he states: 

I have always felt that Peeping Tom and 8V2 say everything that can 
be said about film-making, about the process of dealing with film, 
the objectivity and subjectivity of it and the confusion between the 
two. 8V2 captures the glamour and enjoyment of film-making, 
while Peeping Tom shows the aggression of it, how the camera 
violates. (Thomson and Christie 1996, 18) 

H o w is it, then, that the film caused such outrage on its first release? T h e 
answer m a y not be s imple . O n the o n e hand, there seems little d o u b t that 
the film does offer the male viewer the possibil i ty o f vicarious en joyment 
o f acts o f voyeurism and violence against w o m e n . O n the other h a n d the 
film's implicit association o f this violence with wider patterns o f accepted 
objectif ication o f w o m e n seems to have chal lenged a convent ional view o f 
the murderer as other rather than as an extreme version o f the accepted. A n d 
the attempt to explain the leading character's murderous second self certainly 
would have aroused the ire o f those who believed that evil was sui generis and 
not accessible to analysis or explanation. I believe, too, that the very success o f 
the film in allowing the male viewer (for a while) to voyeuristically enjoy the 
sadistic murder o f women also came with a sting in the tail: the final view o f 
M a r k as pathetic and impotent carries the implication that the empathising 
male viewer was equally pathetic and impotent. T h e extremely complex 
movements o f point o f view in the film thus betray the male viewer into a 
knowledge o f things about himself that he would rather not know. 

A changed view o f the film mus t also in part relate to a changed 
cultural context. Seen by viewers familiar with the a rguments o f feminists 
in the 1970s a n d the 1980s , the film is less sympathet ic to a mutderer a n d 
m o r e critical o f a culture. A n d that reminds us that po int o f view in a film 
or a novel can never d o m o r e than provide a po int o f departure for the 
reader's or viewer's o w n responses and interpretive processes. 

NTNU (Norwegian University of Science and Technology) 
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