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The
Enduring
Genius of
"It Had to
Be
Murder" -
The Short
Story That
Became
Rear
Window

In the vast

landscape of
American crime
fiction, few short
stories have had
the cultural and
cinematic impact
of Cornell
Woolrich's 1942
masterpiece, "It
Had to Be
Murder". Often
overshadowed by
the legendary
Alfred Hitchcock
film it
inspired—Rear
Window—the

original short
story remains a
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taut,
claustrophobic,
and brilliantly
executed work of
suspense. For
readers who have
only seen the
film, returning to
the source
material offers a
fascinating
glimpse into a
darker, bleaker,
and more visceral
vision of
paranoia. This
article delves
deep into the
world of the It
Had to Be
Murder short
story, exploring

its plot, its
troubled
protagonist, its

thematic depth,
and the unique
ways it differs
from its famous
cinematic

offspring.

The Plot:
A World
Seen
Through a
Window

The It Had to Be
Murder short
story introduces
us to Hal Jeffries,
a man who,
unlike the
glamorous L.B.
Jefferies of the

film, is a
decidedly
ordinary and
irritable
individual.

Confined to his
apartment due to
a broken leg,
Jeffries spends
his days staring
out his window at
the neighbors
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St

across the

1) )
réfeamng a large

courtyard. He is
not a globe-
trotting
photographer; he
is simply a man
with time on his
hands and a
growing sense of
bitterness about
his confinement.

The story’s
central crime
unfolds not with
a scream oOr a
flash of violence,
but with a
suspicious

silence. Jeffries
notices that the

wife of a
neighbor, Mr.
Thorwald, has
suddenly

disappeared. He
observes

Thorwald making
numerous late-
night trips,

knife and a trunk,
and wrapping up
a saw. Where the
film uses a dog’s
death to heighten
tension, the It
Had to Be
Murder short
story relies on a
colder, more
intellectual form
of deduction.
Jeffries becomes
convinced that
Thorwald has
murdered his
wife and disposed
of the body. The
story’s genius lies
in its slow,
methodical build,
where every
mundane action
becomes a
potential piece of
evidence.

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com

by Garrett & Chavez

Every book is a new

adventure. ¢ Page 3



Protagonis

t: Hal

Jeffries vs.

L.B.
Jefferies

One of the most
striking
differences
between the It

Had to Be
Murder short
story and

Hitchcock’s film
is the nature of
the protagonist.
In the film, James
Stewart’s
Jefferies is a
handsome,
adventurous
photographer,
engaged to the
glamorous Lisa
Fremont (Grace
Kelly). He is a

herhe i
waiting—active,
curious, and
essentially good-

hearted.

In contrast, the
Hal Jeffries of the
short story is a
far more
complex, and less
sympathetic,

figure. He is
described as a
“cripple" in his
own mind,
irritable and
prone to self-pity.
His motivation
for spying is not
boredom fueled
by adventure, but
a deep-seated
misanthropy. He

watches his
neighbors not
with the
detached

curiosity of a
photographer,
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but with thSetmyctive,

daring
judgmental eye of partner who
a shut-in. This climbs the fire
makes the story escape to

more
psychologically
raw. When he
deduces the
murder, it feels
less like a heroic
act and more like
the final,
desperate grasp
of a man trying to
prove his own
sanity and
relevance to a
world that has
forgotten him.

The Role
of the
Female
Character
S

In the film, Lisa
Fremont is an

investigate. She
is a key
component of the
plot. In the It
Had to Be
Murder short
story, the female

presence is
markedly

different. Jeffries
has a

housekeeper, but
she is pragmatic
and largely
unsupportive.
There 1is no
romantic interest.
This absence of a
love story strips
the narrative
down to its bare
essentials: a
lonely man, a
silent crime, and
a relentless
pursuit of the
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Py khe story is

therefore more
focused on the
isolation of the
protagonist and
the stark reality
of his
predicament. The
lack of a
romantic subplot
allows Woolrich
to explore the
pure,
unadulterated
terror of being
the only person
who knows the
truth, with no one
to share the
burden.

The
Climax: A
Confronta
tion in the

The climax of the
It Had to Be
Murder short
story is a
masterpiece of
suspense, but it
plays out very
differently from
the film’s iconic
ending. In the
film, Thorwald
(Raymond Burr)
enters Jefferies’
apartment, and a
dramatic struggle
ensues,
culminating in
Jefferies being
pushed from the
window, only to
be saved by his
neighbors. The
story, however, is
far more intimate
and
psychological.
Thorwald enters
the dark
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to .
apartment, b1§t re?’nd his nerve.

he doesn't
immediately
attack. Instead,
he stands in the
shadows, talking
to Jeffries in a
low, calm voice.
He admits to the
murder,
revealing his
motive and
method in
chilling detail.

This extended
monologue is the

heart of the
story. It
transforms

Thorwald from a
mere villain into
a complex,
desperate man.
The confrontation
is a battle of wits,
not of fists.
Jeffries, unable to
move, must rely
on his intellect

The climax is less
about physical
survival and more
about the
terrifying
intimacy of facing
a killer who has
nothing left to
lose. This
psychological
showdown is a
hallmark of
Woolrich’s
writing and is a
key reason why
the It Had to Be
Murder short
story remains so
powerful.

Thematic
Depth:

Paranoia,
Guilt, and
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The It Had to Be
Murder short
story is far more
than a simple
whodunit. It is a
profound
exploration of
several dark
themes that
resonate deeply
with modern
readers:

e The
Pathology
of the
Gaze:
Woolrich
forces the
reader to
confront the
ethics of
voyeurism.
Jeffries is
not a
passive

theéstifBan

his
watching is
an act of
aggression,
a way of
asserting
control over
a world he
can no
longer
participate
in. The story
implicitly
asks: Are
we all guilty
of the same
kind of
silent
judgment?
The
Fragility of
Sanity:
Jeffries is
haunted by
the
possibility
that he
might be
wrong.
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Nobody =iy menace in
believes the

him. His mundane.
isolation is The murder
not just in the It
physical but Had to Be
mental. The Murder
story short story
captures the does not
terrifying take place
feeling of in a dark
being the alley, but in
only person a sunlit
who sees apartment
the truth, across a
and the cheerful
slow erosion courtyard.
of self- This
confidence juxtapositio
that follows. n of the
The ordinary
Darkness and the

of the horrific is
Everyday: central to
Woolrich the story’s
was a unsettling
master of power.
"noir," a e Urban
genre that Alienation:
finds The story is
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a perfect
metaphor
for life in a
modern city,
where we
live stacked
on top of
one another
yet remain
profoundly
alone. The
courtyard is
a shared
space, but
the
relationship
s between
the tenants
are
superficial.
The story
suggests
that the
ultimate
horror is not
being killed,
but dying
alone and
unnoticed,
like

Thorwald’s
wife.

The
Author:
Cornell
Woolrich,
The Poet
of
Paranoid
Suspense

To fully
appreciate the It
Had to Be
Murder short
story, one must

understand its
author. Cornell
Woolrich

(1903-1968) was
a tormented and
reclusive figure,
whose own life
was marked by
isolation and
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tragedy. He livesoltmg/il. His stories

with his mother
for most of his
life, and after her
death, he became
a near-total shut-
in, living out his
final years in a
hotel room. This
biography is
crucial because it
infuses his fiction
with an
unparalleled

sense of
authentic dread.

Woolrich’s
protagonists are
almost never
heroic detectives.
They are
ordinary,
frightened
people—often
men and women

trapped in
confined
spaces—who
stumble wupon

are driven by a
sense of fatalism
and impending
doom, a style
often described
as "noir." The It
Had to Be
Murder short
story is a perfect
example of this.
It is not a puzzle
to be solved; it is
a nightmare to be
endured.
Woolrich’s prose
is lean, efficient,
and Dbrutally
effective. He
doesn't waste
words on
beautiful
descriptions;
instead, he uses
language to
create a feeling
of suffocating
tension.
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Legacy:

From Page

to Screen
and
Beyond

While the It Had
to Be Murder
short story is a
classic in its own
right, its legacy is
inextricably
linked to Alfred
Hitchcock’s Rear
Window (1954).
Hitchcock
purchased the
rights to the
story and, along
with screenwriter

John Michael
Hayes,

transformed it
into a

masterpiece of
cinematic

sujljg@se- They
added the
glamour, the

romance, and the
active heroism
that were absent
from the original
text. They also
changed the
ending, providing
a more cathartic
and visually
dramatic
conclusion.

However, this
adaptation, for all
its brilliance,
changed the core
tone of the work.
The film is a
thriller; the It
Had to Be
Murder short
story is a
psychological
horror story. The
film is about a
man trying to
solve a crime; the
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story is aboutsatogime podcasts

man trying to
save his own
sanity. The film
ends with a sense
of resolution and
community; the
story ends with a
chilling sense of
existential dread.
For those who
prefer their
suspense pure
and

unadulterated,
the original story
remains the
definitive version.

Why You
Should
Read "It
Had to Be
Murder"
Today

In an age of true-

and endless
surveillance, the
It Had to Be
Murder short
story feels more

relevant than
ever. It is a
timeless

exploration of the
ethics of looking,
the loneliness of
modern life, and
the thin line
between sanity
and paranoia. It
can be found in
several
collections,
including Rear
Window and
Other Stories and
Night and Fear.
It is a quick read,
but its impact is
lasting. If you
have only ever
seen the film, you
owe it to yourself
to experience the
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raw, unvarnished
power of the
original text. It is
a masterclass in
the craft of
suspense, a dark
gem of American
literature, and a
testament to the
genius of its
troubled author.

Conclusio
n

The It Had to Be
Murder short
story is far more
than the mere
blueprint for a
famous film. It is
a standalone
masterpiece of
noir fiction, a

deeply

psychological
thriller that
explores the

darkest corners

of the human
mind. Cornell
Woolrich created
a world where
safety is an
illusion and
danger lurks just
beyond the
windowpane. By
stripping away
the glamour and
romance of its
cinematic
counterpart, the
story delivers a
pure,
concentrated
dose of paranoia
and suspense
that remains
unmatched. For
fans of crime
fiction,
psychological
horror, or simply
great storytelling,
the It Had to Be
Murder short
story is essential
reading—a
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chilling remindesrtmﬁ{onsters are

that the most often the ones

terrifying who look just like
our neighbors.
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