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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Patricia Highsmith  
on Screen

Douglas McFarland and Wieland Schwanebeck

It’s Murder at the Movies!
Patricia Highsmith’s third novel, The Blunderer (1954), opens with a 
fateful flight from the movies. Bookstore owner Melchior Kimmel buys a 
ticket for a film called Marked Woman,1 even though he is oblivious to its 
sexed-up poster and, for that matter, to the film itself (TB 1).2 Kimmel is 
merely looking for an alibi, timing his arrival at the theater so that he will 
be seen by people before sneaking out again to go through with his plan 
for killing his wife. The two existing adaptations of the novel flesh out 
the scene in different ways: Claude Autant-Lara’s Le meurtrier (Enough 
Rope, 1963) presents Kimmel’s trip to the cinema as a flashback that may 
or may not be imagined by Walter, his antagonist, during his own excur-
sion to a movie-theater, and due to the medium’s lack of introspection, 
it remains for the viewer to decide whether Kimmel (whose thick-lensed 
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glasses suggest that he is unlikely to get much pleasure out of anything 
visual) is executing a carefully hatched plan, or whether it is the film that 
triggers his murderous rage. Andy Goddard’s A Kind of Murder (2016), 
by contrast, runs with Highsmith’s original concept, with Eddie Marsan 
playing a far more cold-blooded version of Kimmel, who makes sure the 
other patrons notice him entering a screening of BUtterfield 8 (1960). 
Still, the nexus between going to the movies and committing murder is 
equally present here, an impression that is supported by the credits which 
are laid over Kimmel’s entrance into the theater: they inform the viewers 
that they are watching “a KILLER FILMS production”.

The scene is an apt emblem of Patricia Highsmith’s own rather ambiva-
lent attitude towards cinema, an institution of which she remained notori-
ously suspicious. Not only was she reported to generally dislike the movies 
(including those based on her novels), she remained a firm opponent of 
television (Schenkar 2009, 275), though both media provided a regu-
lar source of income for her throughout almost half a century. But there 
was not much love lost between Highsmith and the adaptation industry; 
it arguably remained a passionless marriage of convenience. If Kimmel (a 
bookworm reluctantly drawn from his natural habitat) seeks out the movie 
theatre to prepare for the kill, Highsmith occasionally did the same in order 
to make a killing, and the two endeavors sometimes conflate in her work. 
Howard Ingham, the protagonist in The Tremor of Forgery (1969), is a 
novelist who travels to Tunisia to try his hand at a movie script (in spite of 
knowing that “film scripts, even television plays, were not his forte”, 4), 
but he ends up killing someone with his typewriter—an event that appears 
to inconvenience him mainly because the typewriter will need a repair job 
(TOF 102). Highsmith may have found the dark humor in writing for 
the screen, yet her tempestuous reactions to the films based on her works 
strongly suggest that the process of being adapted was rather painful to her.

Highsmith’s books have always served as a popular source for 
film adaptations. There has been no decade without at least one new 
Highsmith adaptation in the United States as well as in Europe since 
Alfred Hitchcock turned her debut novel, Strangers on a Train (1950), 
into his classic suspense film of the same name (1951). The list of direc-
tors who have adapted Highsmith includes renowned filmmakers like 
Liliana Cavani, Claude Chabrol, Todd Haynes, Anthony Minghella, and 
Wim Wenders, which means that studying a cinema based on Highsmith 
affords plenty of opportunities to assess the work of particular auteurs and 
their methods and approaches. These adaptations provide a cross-section 
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of adaptation strategies that reflect shifts in moral ethos, industry prac-
tices, cinematic movements, gender politics, and different media rep-
resentations. The longevity of Highsmith’s popularity as a source for 
adaptation opens up the possibility for dialogue between adapters—for 
instance, when Claude Chabrol makes a film of The Cry of the Owl (Le cri 
du hibou, 1987), he may be more interested in the Hitchcockian motif 
of voyeurism than in adapting Highsmith.3 At the most extreme, this 
approach produces ‘indirect’ adaptations of her work which go so far as to 
obliterate her signature altogether, no doubt encouraged by Hitchcock’s 
characteristic appropriation of source material.

In addition to opening up a dialogue between individual filmmak-
ers (rather than just between Highsmith and her adapters), this book 
addresses the different adaptive strategies, the evolution of film noir 
(including its themes and aesthetics across different time periods and 
filmmaking-traditions), queer identity politics, and the fragility of 
genre conventions which are simultaneously enacted and subverted in 
Highsmith adaptations. While these films owe a considerable intertextual 
debt to influential 1950s auteurs like Hitchcock or Douglas Sirk, they do 
not simply follow in their footsteps, and thus cannot simply be catego-
rized as new iterations of well-known genres. What we call a Highsmith 
adaptation entails a degree of adaptation in a different sense of the word, 
as characters like the highly adaptable Tom Ripley (see Schwanebeck 
2013), not to mention Highsmith’s various other murderous con men, 
adapt to traditional scripts (of identity, class, gender, and genre) but 
expose them to be hollow and out of date. Highsmith films reflect this 
state of affairs through various adaptive and aesthetic strategies, and their 
glossy, period-drama surface is often deceptive. The way they repeatedly 
revolve around the notions of (identity) forgery and criminality (themes 
which are addressed in various chapters of this book) suggests that there 
is, ultimately, something criminal about the very idea of adaptation to 
begin with, as Thomas Leitch emphasizes in his opening chapter.

Highsmith’s thematic focus on adaptation itself (especially in the 
generic context of film noir) extends to the notions of crime and illicit 
desires, which makes the films resonate significantly with paradigms as 
diverse as noir, queer cinema, and melodrama. At their core, Highsmith 
adaptations are psychological thrillers in which the façade of respectabil-
ity is always threatened with the eruption of violence and the discovery 
of skeletons in the closet, and in their own way, they reiterate the rise 
of postwar noir with their stories of everymen who allow themselves to  
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be corrupted when opportunity knocks. In the process of adaptation, 
the postwar political subtexts of Highsmith’s heroes may not exactly 
have been obliterated—even Wenders’ dreamlike Highsmith homage  
The Million Dollar Hotel (2000) is a portrait gallery of America’s for-
gotten, subaltern subjects of the postwar era—yet they are often buried,  
palimpsest-like, underneath layers of postmodern playfulness. By a curi-
ous coincidence, Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998), the 
quintessential story of All-American heroism, casts three actors in the 
squadron of upright young soldiers who would subsequently play Tom 
Ripley.4 There is a certain logical consistency to this curious constella-
tion, not least because the spectrum of the actors’ roles suggests historical 
continuity. The men returning from the war would advance to become 
the high achievers of the postwar era, yet watching Matt Damon take off 
James Ryan’s uniform and put on Tom Ripley’s (borrowed) Princeton 
jacket a year later provokes a nightmarish thought that always resonates 
as subtext in contemporary melodrama about phonies: “the possibility that 
the idea of the unique American individual was not just hiding beneath 
a phony mask, but rather no longer existed at all” (Cheever 2010, 7); 
an idea that permeates Mad Men (2007–2015) as much as it does Sloan 
Wilson’s Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1955), published the same year as 
the first Ripley novel and an intriguing companion piece to the latter.5

This kind of cultural environment produces a characteristic branch of 
film noir in the postwar years, on which Highsmith leaves her own char-
acteristic stamp. In typical noir fashion, her novels firmly reject the idea 
that the world is, on the whole, morally intact, or that there is any func-
tional narrative of authenticity or a stable moral framework to be found. 
In his compelling reading of noir films centered around paintings, Mark 
Osteen suggests that noir ultimately reveals all identities to be forgeries 
and to be based on “untenable assumption[s] about originality” (2013, 
131), and this idea could well be extended to the equally protean and 
ruthless characters who permeate Highsmith’s universe. Though the 
enigmatic nature of these characters does not allow for straightforward 
identification, it certainly makes for intriguing adaptive challenges. Marc 
Rosenberg suggests that it is Highsmith’s use of “psychological uncer-
tainty” which makes her novels so attractive for filmmakers (2017, 48); 
a view that is echoed in various testimonies of filmmakers that we have 
gathered for the final section of this book. The reception of the films is 
in itself complicated by the contradictory persona of Highsmith, who has 
only recently found her way into serious academic study.
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The Unknown Ms. Highsmith

Unlike other famous eccentrics of her generation—say, Truman Capote 
(who wrote Highsmith a reference for the artists’ colony Yaddo in 
exchange for a stay in her New York apartment)—Highsmith has not yet 
been subjected to a biopic, but this may well be just a matter of time. After 
all, fictionalized versions of the author have already featured in texts that 
must count as Highsmith adaptations in their own right: there is Joanna 
Murray-Smith’s play Switzerland (2014), which belongs to the growing 
body of postmodern texts about eminent artists who are challenged to 
cat-and-mouse games by aspiring young biographers and fans, as well as 
Jill Dawson’s novel The Crime Writer (2016), a psychological thriller very 
much indebted to Highsmith’s brand of suspense fiction and a number 
of her most characteristic tropes. Such fantasies are inspired by the sheer 
amount of Highsmith anecdotes which remain in circulation and which 
also permeate much of the scholarship devoted to her work. Up until a few 
years ago, Highsmith’s biographers were far more prolific than the crit-
ics who investigated her writings: three comprehensive biographies have 
appeared since her death in 1995 (Meaker 2003; Wilson 2003; Schenkar 
2009). By alluding to Highsmith’s most famous novelistic creation, the 
title of Schenkar’s volume (The Talented Miss Highsmith) indicates that 
these books tend to conflate the person with the oeuvre. And indeed, the 
key to reading Highsmith’s novels and short stories has frequently been 
sought in looking at the circumstances of her life, her reportedly diffi-
cult character, and her controversial politics. Some legitimate interest 
in Highsmith’s close affiliation with the LGBT community aside, most 
of this kind of criticism tends to get caught up in the author’s legend-
ary, misanthropic character disposition. From the vast number of stories 
attributed to Highsmith, who spent the last years of her life as a recluse in 
Switzerland, emerges the distorted image of a fundamentally ill-tempered 
creative mind, part mysterious cat-lady, part Wicked Witch of the West.

She presents us, therefore, with the case of an author nearly overshad-
owed by her public persona: that of the eccentric who enjoyed provo-
cation. The considerable interest devoted to Highsmith in feminist 
circles and in the LGBT community may account for some of this, as 
biographical approaches to revising the literary canon are part of their 
MO. That these attempts never really took off in Highsmith’s case cer-
tainly has to do with her outspoken refusal to write exemplary, positive 
female characters and to fully adapt to literary circles and movements. 
In her introduction to one of Highsmith’s most overtly political novels, 
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Edith’s Diary (1977), Denise Mina rejects the idea that the author pur-
sues a proper feminist agenda, deeming her “an equal-opportunities mis-
anthropist” (2015, n.p.). Not only did Highsmith publish a collection 
of short stories provocatively titled Little Tales of Misogyny (1974), her 
novels keep returning to the central image of the fatal bond between two 
men (Mawer 2004, 55–144), to such an extent that some critics have 
accused her of being monothematic (Abel 2007, 115). Homoerotic 
desire (though not limited to men) permeates her novels as much as 
nihilism, murder, and the figure of the con man.

While Highsmith is far from a complete unknown, she remains a 
dark horse, and given the popularity of some of her novels and the fact 
that she has long turned into a household name and into a shorthand 
for a certain kind of moral fabric which informs her writing (a quality 
she shares with canonical authors like Franz Kafka), the relative lack of 
in-depth research into Highsmith’s work is somewhat surprising. She left 
behind 22 novels and 8 collections of short stories and essays, as well as a 
few select pieces in other genres, and though she was without a publisher 
at the time of her death in the United States, her work has never really 
been out of print. New Highsmith adaptations are produced every few 
years, yet at the same time, her popularity amongst some of the most 
renowned auteurs of world cinema was not necessarily to her advan-
tage. As an authorial ‘brand’ of her own, Highsmith has only recently 
resurfaced properly: her novels are on the academic curriculum, count-
less newspaper features have been written about her, prominent writers 
like Joyce Carol Oates (2005) and Nobel laureate Orhan Pamuk (2006) 
have come forward to sing her praises, Highsmith adaptations have 
actually been advertised as Highsmith adaptations, and a new genera-
tion of thriller writers has voiced its sheer indebtedness to her. Without 
Highsmith, no Before I Go to Sleep (S. J. Watson 2011), no Gone Girl 
(Gillian Flynn 2012), no Woman in the Window (A. J. Finn 2018), and 
no Tangerine (Christine Mangan 2018).6

Academic criticism has also been catching up. The rediscovery of 
Highsmith, which coincides approximately with the release of Minghella’s 
adaptation of The Talented Mr. Ripley (1999), has produced a number 
of critical works, including several monographs (Harrison 1997; Peters 
2011; Schwanebeck 2014), a special issue of the journal Clues (Peters 
2015), and numerous scholarly articles that subject Highsmith’s nov-
els to close readings with regard to their queerness, their transatlantic 
perspective, their twisted morals, and the deceptive nature of “her flat, 
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spare simplicity” (Bordwell 2015). That most of these scholarly efforts 
only came after Highsmith’s death appears baffling, though the fact that 
she spent the biggest part of her writing career in a self-inflicted exile in 
Europe certainly played a role. Moreover, it was mainly scholars working 
in the field of crime fiction who devoted attention to Highsmith, which 
was not necessarily to her advantage: her books do not follow the tradi-
tional patterns of detection, and reading them as crime novels in the tra-
ditional sense of the word must necessarily lead to disappointment. Amy 
Sargeant’s history of British cinema even lists her as an icon of British 
crime fiction (2005, viii), maybe because it seems so obvious to associ-
ate her with the ‘Queens of Crime’ like Agatha Christie or Dorothy L. 
Sayers—not that she has much in common with either of them. Her work 
puts much more emphasis on the nature of crime and its repercussions, 
as well as the moral dilemmas and the psychological disposition of her 
murderers. Her novels are about crime, but she is neither interested in 
the character of the detective nor in a successful resolution of the mys-
tery in the classical sense. Highsmith’s murderers often go unpunished, 
the crime remains unresolved, and her books conclude with nihilistic glee 
“that life is little more than an absurdity and a cheat, when not a down-
right horror” (Dirda 2009). Where the crime genre “presents a world in 
which crime is identifiable, soluble and explicable”, Highsmith facilitates a 
“fastidious dismantling of the conventional categories of guilt and justice” 
(Bell 1990, 1–2). This is why John Malkovich’s version of Tom Ripley (in 
Cavani’s adaptation of Ripley’s Game, 2002) can confidently assert that 
“no one is watching”, for even when the law is watching (as in the final 
shot of Hans W. Geissendörfer’s adaptation of The Glass Cell [1978]), it is 
incapable of making a difference.7 The only ones who can be relied on to 
watch are we, the viewers, whom Highsmith turns into accomplices.

Clearly, there is no comfort zone to which we can return—characters 
like Tom Ripley not only illustrate Hannah Arendt’s famous observation 
on “the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil” (2006, 
252), but they expand it dialectically. Evil happens against the backdrop 
of the mundane, and “the switch from bourgeois order to grotesque vio-
lence is always a possibility in her novels” (Knight 2004, 147). This creates 
suspense of a kind, though it is a far cry from what is usually understood 
by the term in discussions of Hitchcockian cinema. Highsmith’s own man-
ifesto on the topic, Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction (1983), takes its 
cue from literary rather than cinematic ancestors like Fyodor Dostoevsky 
and Henry James and defines the suspense story as “one in which the 
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possibility of violent action, even death, is close all the time” (PWSF xi). 
The suspense inherent in her fiction occurs on the level of individual psy-
chology and should not be confused for classic cinematic suspense, which 
is frequently based on the audience’s privileged authorial viewpoint and 
thus on discrepant awareness (see Smith 2000, 18–22). Even though 
Highsmith’s use of the term bears little resemblance to Hitchcock’s apo-
dictic ‘bomb under the table’ wisdom, her association with the director 
remains integral to her status in cultural memory and has informed her 
adaptation history.

Haunted by Hitchcock

Having her debut novel adapted by Alfred Hitchcock was either the 
best or the worst thing that could have happened to Highsmith. From 
a purely commercial standpoint, the gamble paid off, certainly for 
Hitchcock: following the critical and commercial disappointments of 
Under Capricorn (1949) and Stage Fright (1950), Strangers on a Train 
heralded his most well-received decade as a filmmaker, and is widely con-
sidered one of his definitive masterpieces. Inevitably, the success proved 
a double-edged sword for Highsmith. As a young novelist, she certainly 
could use the money that Hitchcock paid for the rights, yet Strangers on 
a Train proved no exception from Hitchcock’s general rule of diminish-
ing the contribution of the authors. In his conversation with Truffaut, 
he simply refers to Strangers as “a novel I selected myself” (1984, 193), 
and while much space is dedicated to the difficult collaboration with 
Raymond Chandler,8 he does not go into detail regarding the merits 
of the book or its author. Highsmith certainly “cannot have been mol-
lified when Hitchcock told her, on meeting her years later, that ‘really 
she should pay him to make the film, it would mean so much to her 
in terms of later reputation and sales’” (Leitch 2008, 65). Her inevita-
bly complicated relationship with the Hitchcock brand may have inspired 
our choice when it came to picking the cover for this book: it is from 
Strangers on a Train and shows Hitchcock’s own daughter, Patricia (!), 
in one of her few film appearances, observing Bruno’s mock strangula-
tion of Mrs. Cunningham with mixed feelings. Following this demon-
stration of Hitchcockian black humor turned serious, the film’s very own 
Patricia H. says, “I thought he was murdering me.”
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More than 80% of all Hitchcock films are based on literary sources, 
but in the public perception, they simply do not exist as adaptations: 
Psycho (1960) is remembered as an Alfred Hitchcock picture, not as a 
film based on a Robert Bloch novel.9 However, the 1950s in particular 
demonstrate how the Hitchcock factory was in constant demand of new 
stories. Hitchcock not only put out one or two films as a director each 
year, his new forays into television required a constant influx of material 
which had to correspond to what was by then more or less established as 
the Hitchcock brand: suspenseful stories about murder, preferably with 
a macabre twist. Strangers on a Train put Highsmith on the map and, 
according to her own 1989 afterword to The Price of Salt (POS 310), 
pigeonholed her as a ‘suspense novelist’, which also meant that she now 
qualified for this pantheon of prolific writers. Following the release of 
Strangers, Hitchcock approached her to ask for new material, and while 
Joan Schenkar notes that these talks “came to nothing” (2009, 320), 
Highsmith was not completely off the radar in the Hitchcock universe. 
Her novel This Sweet Sickness (1960) was adapted into Annabel, a 1962 
episode of The Alfred Hitchcock Hour and yet another example of how 
the Hitchcock brand absorbs Highsmith.

Not only was the script for Annabel written by Robert Bloch (another 
writer who both benefitted and suffered from his association with 
Hitchcock),10 the episode also had John L. Russell, Psycho’s director of 
photography, on camera. In addition, Dean Stockwell’s performance as 
David Kelsey evokes memories of the characteristic blend of charismatic 
handsomeness and nervous tics that Anthony Perkins brought to the role 
of Norman Bates—Perkins would later host Chillers (1990), an anthol-
ogy show based on Highsmith’s short stories. Given these credentials, 
it is not so surprising that Annabel never really subscribes to the slow 
and gradual descent into madness that is at the heart of Highsmith’s 
novel, and rather goes for an ending that clearly aims to emulate the cli-
max of Psycho: David leads his colleague Linda into the bedroom to meet 
Annabel (whom he has strangulated in the scene before), and Linda’s 
reaction on seeing the corpse (whom David, in his madness, believes to 
be alive) echoes the moment when Lila Crane finds the mummified body 
of Mrs. Bates in her rocking chair. The last cut of the episode hints at 
David’s necrophilic urges, and his final line (“From now on, we’re gonna 
be together.”) makes Annabel resonate even more with Norman Bates’s 
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complete fusion with the identity of ‘Mother’. The Gothic overtones of 
the material are further emphasized by a subtle change in spelling: This 
Sweet Sickness’s Annabelle becomes Annabel, who now carries echoes of 
Edgar Allan Poe’s Annabel Lee (1849), the quintessential embodiment 
of love beyond the grave (Perry and Sederholm 2014, 255).

Highsmith may have found herself overwhelmed by the sheer force 
of Hitchcock’s signature, yet it was on the strength of Strangers on a 
Train that she continued to receive commissions for TV work through-
out the 1950s, contributing to various anthology shows in the one or 
other form. Producers would scout publications like Ellery Queen’s 
Mystery Magazine for suitably macabre short stories and then acquire the 
rights in order to fill the program slots. During the 1950s, Highsmith 
wrote for magazines like Black Mask, though she later dismissed these 
efforts (Schenkar 2009, 160), and the turnover was often quite fast: a 
1957 issue of Ellery Queen’s included her story The Perfect Alibi, and its 
adaptation (penned by future Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry) was 
produced the same year for The Fireside Theatre.11

Roddenberry is not the only prominent name amongst the impres-
sive list of personnel with which Highsmith’s career intersected during 
these years. John Frankenheimer directed a Highsmith adaptation for 
a 1956 episode of Climax!,12 and the same year saw future Academy 
Award winner Franklin J. Schaffner direct a one-hour version of The 
Talented Mr. Ripley for Studio One, though neither of these exist on 
DVD or could be located by us in any archive.13 It remains a woe-
fully unexplored chapter in Highsmith’s career, unlike her gradual rise 
to prominence in Europe. In France, for instance, the association with 
Hitchcock certainly helped her gain some popularity amongst intellec-
tual circles, particularly amongst the Hitchcock-adoring Nouvelle Vague 
filmmakers who were just beginning to graduate from writing criticism 
towards making films. While Highsmith’s stories were still featured on 
American anthology shows, French directors prepared their big-screen 
adaptations of Highsmith, with René Clément’s Plein soleil (Purple 
Noon, 1960) being the most prominent effort. Claude Chabrol’s hijack-
ing of the same material for his own version of Ripley, Les biches (The 
Does, 1968), must have given Highsmith some idea that their ethos as 
adapters was not greatly above that of Hitchcock,14 who had made sure 
that Strangers on a Train effectively ceased to be Highsmith’s prop-
erty, as was typical of his adaptive policy: “The resulting film would 
subsume the literary original as an artistic and cultural document to 
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the point that Hitchcock became virtual owner of the work and title.” 
(Raubicheck and Srebnick 2011, 25) Tellingly, various subsequent ver-
sions of the ‘traded murders’ plot were marketed not as Highsmith 
adaptations but as Hitchcock remakes or homages, with Warner 
Brothers making the most of the property and producing several new 
versions of Strangers on television and on the big screen. Once You Kiss 
a Stranger (1969) may timidly announce in the credits that it was “sug-
gested by a novel by Patricia Highsmith”, but the film has Hitchcock 
rather than Highsmith written all over it. Not only does it follow 
Hitchcock in making a professional sportsman out of Highsmith’s archi-
tect, it also adopts the previous film’s sanitized happy ending, reunit-
ing the protagonist with his wife and having the Bruno character (here 
recast as a woman named Diana) arrested by the police. Once You Kiss 
a Stranger’s climactic ‘chased by a dune buggy’ scene (which has no 
equivalent in Highsmith) evokes memories of the cropduster sequence 
in North by Northwest (1959),15 and Diana’s sadistic harpooning of a 
little girl’s beach ball in the very first scene immediately makes it clear 
that the film is tipping its hat to Hitchcock (Fig. 1.1). The scene 

Fig. 1.1  Once You Kiss a Stranger pays homage to Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train
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alludes to the moment in Strangers when Robert Walker bursts a kid’s 
balloon with his burning cigarette, and the gender reversal as much 
as the change of scenery (from nighttime fairground to the beach in 
broad daylight) not only update and somehow revise Highsmith’s (and 
Hitchcock’s) story, they also signal a transition from film noir towards a 
new type of aesthetics.16

While the focus of this book is, understandably, not exclusively on the 
Highsmith/Hitchcock connection, both make for intriguing bed-fel-
lows: the American stranded in Europe and the expatriate Brit who 
successfully adapted to the American studio system; two strong person-
alities frequently at odds with potential collaborators. For every author 
or screenwriter written out of history by Hitchcock’s authorial signa-
ture, there is a Highsmith putdown leveled at one of the directors who 
allegedly ‘mingled’ with her work: there are wildly contrasting accounts 
of her reactions towards Wim Wenders’ Der amerikanische Freund  
(The American Friend, 1977),17 she is said to have dismissed Dites-lui 
que je l’aime (1977), Claude Miller’s adaptation of This Sweet Sickness 
(1960), as “kinda crappy” (Wilson 2003, 363), and she rarely held back 
when she felt that directors had dressed up her work “in sentimental-
ism and moralism” (Arn 2015). Viewed from this angle, Strangers on a 
Train might be a more meta-reflexive story than it has been given credit 
for. If detecting, the key operation at work in crime fiction, is akin to 
the process of writing and interpreting, as has often been claimed (see 
Hühn 1987), then maybe the two strangers who lend each other a hand 
in order to commit the perfect murder are, ultimately, ciphers for the 
adapter and the one whose work is adapted: one is instrumental to the 
work of the other, and the crime cannot be pinned exclusively on either 
one of them.

Both Highsmith and Hitchcock were known to toy with the role of 
the criminal. In one of the iconic prologues filmed for Alfred Hitchcock 
Presents (1955–1965), Hitchcock appears as the sole suspect in a 
police line-up, having been arrested on Suspicion, as well as for being 
Notorious and a Man Who Knew Too Much: “I’m sorry, sir”, a shamefaced 
Hitchcock asserts, “but my family was hungry.” Though Highsmith is 
usually not associated with PR stunts of this kind, a 1974 interview for 
Swiss television sees her reduplicate the skit and be ‘arrested’ for the 
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crimes committed in her novels (Fig. 1.2), and while Hitchcock acts the 
part of the repentant criminal (as is evidenced by his facial expression), 
Highsmith retains a smirk that signals to the viewer that she is proud of 
her ‘crimes’, after all.18 Her most Hitchcockian endeavor of that variety 
must surely be A Gift for Murder (1982), a playful Ripley adaptation 
produced for British television in which she and her creation exist on the 
same plane.

Thus, Highsmith has arguably flirted with these Hitchcockian associa-
tions, with the result that popular culture continues to view her through 
the prism of Hitchcock.19 A number of Highsmith films are sold with 
the respective stamps of approval on their covers: the DVD of Hossein 
Amini’s The Two Faces of January (2014) comes with a quote that prom-
ises “the shivery, sexy suspense of a Hitchcock Thriller”, while the quote 
chosen to garnish the DVD of A Kind of Murder goes so far as to pro-
claim that “Hitchcock would be proud”, which suggests that Hitchcock 
must be thought of as a kind of father figure to a cinema based on 
Highsmith. While her history with Hitchcock cannot be easily dismissed 
(indeed, a number of chapters in this book will examine it more closely), 
Highsmith’s adaptation history cannot be reduced to the Hitchcock 
bond, and the sheer variety of topics and critical approaches gathered in 
this volume reflects this.

Fig. 1.2  Hitchcock and Highsmith: Partners in crime



14   D. McFARLAND AND W. SCHWANEBECK

Structure of This Volume

Patricia Highsmith on Screen provides, in a single volume, essays 
devoted to films based on Highsmith’s work, as well as interviews with 
Highsmith adapters. The four sections into which individual chapters 
have been arranged are preceded by Tom Leitch’s programmatic chapter 
on the notion of adaptation as a criminal endeavor. Leitch examines The 
Blunderer and its two film versions as a study in the unlicensed, immoral 
behavior of maladaptation that is indicative of the forgery and hyper- 
adaptability that permeates Highsmith’s novels.

The first section of the book (Doubles, Copies, and Strangers) assesses 
the dualisms inherent in her work, and features several essays surround-
ing Highsmith’s complex relationship with Hitchcock and the long 
adaptive history of Strangers on a Train. The section also includes two 
chapters on Highsmith’s most adaptable and enduring creation, the 
murderous con man Tom Ripley, who has enjoyed an incredibly diverse 
adaptation history. Ripley is equally present, of course, in the follow-
ing section (Queer Encounters), which is dedicated to queer cinema. 
Highsmith adaptations enjoy a very fruitful relationship with the latter, 
particularly since Minghella’s Talented Mr. Ripley and Haynes’s criti-
cally acclaimed Carol (2015), both of which are examined in detail here 
with regard to their singular status as queer narratives at the intersec-
tion of independent filmmaking and mainstream cinema. The third and 
most comprehensive section of the book (Aesthetic, Mythic and Cultural 
Transactions) offers comparative and transatlantic perspectives on adapta-
tion. It addresses the mythological intertexts that feed into films like The 
Two Faces of January, but also the distinct European brand of noir that 
various filmmakers developed on the basis of Highsmith’s novels, par-
ticularly in the 1970s and 1980s. This was the period that saw European 
auteurs with transatlantic ambitions (including Claude Chabrol and 
Wim Wenders) turn to Highsmith, a constellation that produced some 
of these filmmakers’ finest and most successful films, but also the one 
or other ‘Europudding’ like the Anglo-French anthology series Chillers, 
a seldom-discussed Highsmith adaptation that is analyzed in this sec-
tion of the collection.20 The book concludes with conversations with 
Highsmith adapters, who recall their experiences in adapting the novels 
of Highsmith and/or knowing her in person: Wim Wenders (who looks 
back on the shoot of The American Friend), Hans W. Geissendörfer 
(who directed adaptations of The Glass Cell and Edith’s Diary), Hossein 


