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Strangers on a Train is one of my favorite Hitchcock films, but as many times as I've watched it, the 

only thing I ever really remember is Robert Walkers performance as the psychotic Bruno Antony. He 

sucks up all the oxygen in the room, and his epic homoerotic obsession with Guy Haines–and Haines' 

dear-in-the-headlights panic–is quite enough to keep me engaged. I truly love Bruno, nutcase that he is, 

for how beautifully he manipulates everyone around him–and for that deeply tacky tie clip. 

I was disappointed to miss the class discussion as it always gives me new insights into the films. So, 

left to my own devices, I decided to read up on the symbolism of the glasses which led me to focus on 

the three women of the story–Miriam, Barbara and Anne–and how they function within the confines of 

patriarchy.

These women all revolve around Guy, in relation and opposition to each other. Miriam and Barbara 

are set up as doppelgangers, with similar round glasses and a tendency to be outspoken; Anne and 

Barbara are linked by family if not by appearance; and Miriam and Anne as Guy's past and present 

romantic partners are oppositional in their relationship with Guy, as well as in their appearance and 

class.

I find Miriam a fascinating and confusing character. From the very beginning she is set up as the 

villain and the whore, Guy's cheating wife, pregnant with another man and a roadblock to Guy's 

happiness. When Guy confronts her about a divorce, she tells him she won't give him a divorce but will 

instead bask in the glamor of his new life in Washington, passing another man's child off as Guy's. We 

next see her at the amusement park, with the implication that she has not one but two dates. When she 

notices Bruno, she begins to flirt with him, suggestively licking her ice cream, looking back at him on 

the (foreshadowing) carousel, and generally behaving like the brazen hussy we're shown she is. 
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Horrifyingly, no one even mentions that she was pregnant at the time of her murder. Granted, the 

deed was done by a psychopath, however Miriam's list of transgressions and the film's subsequent 

concern with Guy clearing his name takes any shred of sympathy away from her. Did Hitchcock 

himself have sympathy for her situation, giving her her own viewpoint? Or does she exist purely as the 

catalyst for the rest of the narrative, her own story less important than how it motivates Guy, a rather 

sexist trope known as 'fridging'? (“Stuffed Into The Fridge”)

The most notable thing about Miriam, of course, are her glasses. In a standard trope, glasses signal 

either a brainy or unattractive women. At one point Guy describes Miriam as attractive, although it's 

hard to imagine her looks could compete with the glamorous Anne. Another theory of the glasses, 

attributed to Laura Mulvey, is that a woman wearing glasses represents the act of seeing as opposed to 

being seen; by wearing glasses the woman is enacting a female gaze instead of being the object of the 

male gaze. In patriarchy, this is a highly transgressive act, in Miriam's case tied up with her 

unapologetic sexuality and her refusal to go away quietly. And since Guy is the hero she is getting in 

the way of, she must be punished. (Bellmore)

While representing her transgressions against the patriarchy, they also serve as the frame within 

which we watch her murder. As Bellmore writes, “this deeply meaningful camera trick not only 

captures Miriam’s death, but also the real motive for her murder, the glasses. Additionally, in filming 

through the glasses Hitchcock restores Miriam as spectacle and the audience as spectator.” Miriam can 

no longer see, but we do 'see' her murder, in a sense through her own eyes. This also serves Hitchcock's 

preference for oblique depictions of violence. When Bruno gives the glasses to Guy, it not only proves 

the murder and implicates Guy, but also–given his homo-erotic fascination with Guy–it seems like a 

gift or a prize to prove his love. 

 The round glasses reappear on the face of Barbara, Anne's chatty younger sister, revealing her 

Miriam's doppelganger, at least in Bruno's eyes. As in Shadow of a Doubt, this little sister is the only 
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one really paying attention to anything–and she has something to say about everything. Barbara too is a 

woman engaged in the act of seeing, both in what is going on around her, and also in what might 

happen in the future. Like Miriam, she's not a demure woman, and is chastised by her father for 

blurting out everything she is thinking, including her thoughts about Miriam's character. However, I 

think she's dismissed by her family as more of a precocious young person, than a threat to the world 

order. 

I found a reference to 'glasses girl' at the website TV Tropes, which has an extensive entry on 

Strangers on a Train. This led me to the anime term meganekko, a female character described as “cute 

enough without going overboard or posing the threat that a more conventionally beautiful girl might. 

The meganekko is usually pleasant, smart, and clever. And something about the fact that she needs 

glasses seems to imply an endearing vulnerability that makes her far more accessible to the average 

guy.” I'm not suggesting Hitchcock was into 1950s anime tropes, but that reading provides an 

interesting theory on why Barbara's female gaze passes below the radar. (“Meganekko”)

I adore how Patricia Hitchcock portrays Barbara, and before I did some reading about the meanings 

of the glasses and transgressive women, I thought I might do an entire paper on her. I checked her 

IMDb profile, hoping to discover a spin-off TV series called The Barbara Morton Mysteries, in which 

her character solves crimes and gets into constant trouble for being too outspoken! It's a great loss that 

it was never made.

The third woman in this triangle is Anne, who initially struck me as a perfect hyper-feminine society 

woman interested only in Guy's happiness, a beautiful object of the male gaze. But as the movie 

progresses it's clear she too 'sees' what is going on, speaking to Bruno's mother, and even bravely 

confronting Bruno himself. Anne is “equally as voyeuristic as the other two women. Although she does 

not possess the brazen, sexually suggestive stare of Miriam, or the honest, frank gaze of Barbara, the 

camera often watches her carefully watching Guy and the events unfolding around him.” I find it 
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interesting that she having an open affair with a married man with a pregnant wife, and appearing all 

over the gossip columns because of it, but those transgressions do not get punished. Perhaps because 

her transgressions are so expertly cloaked in her performance of femininity–and her wealth and class–

that she can get away with things that Miriam never could. (Smith) 

I think Nellie Smith nicely sums up the fates of Miriam, Barbara and Anne when she writes, “in the 

end, it seems that the success of all three women is not so much dependent upon whether they see—for 

it is clear that all three do—but whether they are able to keep patriarchy blind to the fact that they can.”  

I still think poor Miriam got a raw deal, but on the other hand, we all got a great film.
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