
	
	
Sisters : 
Remaking Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 
 
 
“If you are making genre movies, you cannot refuse to shoot the 
obligatory scenes.”1 In Brian De Palma’s chosen genre, the horror 
film, he honors the franchise with Sisters (1972). An example of 
the doppelgänger theme, most notably pursued in the Jekyll and 
Hyde films of the classic Hollywood era, Sisters innovates the 
traditional narrative, asserting its own modernist revision. While 
maintaining the central opposition of good vs. evil, De Palma 
transforms the previously allegorical and essentially moralistic 
dilemma into a psychoanalytic commentary on the nature of 
identity. Innovative in its own right, director Rouben Mamoulian’s 
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1931) utilizes subjective camera and 
optically printed wipes to construct a highly personal portrait of a 
man tortured by the rigorous dictates of Victorian society. De 
Palma, however, employs dream sequences and split-screen 
compositions to objectify the ambivalent psyche vis-à-vis a 
clinical case study of a schizophrenic siamese twin. 
 Basting his portentous Dr. Jekyll with a heavy mix of 
scientific and religious prophecy, Mamoulian’s central character is 
a classically flawed hero. Granted, the flaw becomes obsessive 
and all-controlling in due course. However, by casting the screen 
idol Fredric March in the title role and limiting the point of view 

to his character, we are asked to accept his scientific intentions, at 
least initially, as sincere efforts to better human kind. When 
lecturing on the animal instinct and faculties of reasoning 
commingled in human nature, Jekyll contends, “If these two selves 
could be separated from each other, how much freer the good in 
us to be, what heights it might scale, and the so-called evil, once 
liberated, would fulfill itself and trouble us no more.” 
 It is this qualification of evil and the subsequent zeal 
with which the alter ego Hyde relishes his newfound vices, 
however, that clues us into Jekyll’s hypocrisy. An interlude with his 
fiancée, Muriel, reveals the motive behind the doctor’s 
experimentation. Jekyll’s desire for her, which he euphemestically 
calls the “mysteries of the unknown,” redirects his course of study 
toward an alternative expression of desire prohibited by Victorian 
standards. In the dialogue of Hyde, Jekyll transfers his desire to a 
milieu where it may be satisfied, not only betraying his 
commitment to Muriel but also endangering his doctor-as-hero 
status validated by his participation in the London upper class. 
 Although we identify with Jekyll through his frequent 
POV shots and vignetted close-ups, the consequences of his 
backsliding never register via his character. The logistics of 



maintaining two lifestyles are far more troubling to Jekyll than 
any sense of remorse for the murders and other crimes he 
commits as Hyde. The ramifications of Jekyll’s double life are 
indicated through his victims, Ivy and Muriel. Both women are 
victimized by Jekyll’s hypocritical indulgence—one by fear, the 
other by love. The fact that Jekyll manipulates these sentiments in 
order to maintain control over both women suggests that he has 
integrated both impulse and action into his conscious agenda. 
Mamoulian emphasizes this level of awareness through (split-
screen) wipes. Just prior to the announcement of her wedding 
date, Muriel shares the screen with Ivy, who sips champagne in a 
premature celebration of her freedom from Hyde. Both women, 
dominated with equal intensity by the charismatic doctor, unite by 
extension the motives of Hyde and Jekyll. 
 Brian De Palma’s Sisters, via a series of antithetical 
reversals, constructs a modernist remake of Mamoulian’s classic 
film. Robin Wood considers Sisters to be “the definitive feminist 
horror film,” a “rigorous [analysis] of the oppression of women 
under patriarchal culture.” 2  Countering the megalomaniacal 
characterization of Mamoulian’s hero, the women in De Palma’s 
film unconsciously manifest schizophrenic tendencies in response 
to male domination and exploitation. 
 Whereas the male characters in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 
hold positions of wealth and power (doctor, general, etc.), the 
female leads in Sisters are placed in circumstances emphasizing 
their vulnerability. Danielle Breton, portrayed by Margot Kidder, 
verges on the clichéd exploited woman. A French-Canadian 
actress/model, she finds herself in New York, playing a blind 
decoy on a game show celebrating male voyeurism called Peeping 
Toms. Danielle confesses to one of the game-show voyeurs, in 
broken, inebriated English, a secret pleasure in watching people 
from atop the Empire State Building, because “they don’t know I’m 
there.” If Danielle’s desire for control is unconscious, Grace 
Collier’s (played by Jennifer Salt) attempt at self-actualization is 
intentionally militant. Fighting the domesticating forces of her 
matchmaking mother and a bourgeois upbringing, Grace struggles 
as a fledgling journalist. She is relegated, however, to Staten 
Island (as is Danielle), where her investigative instincts are wasted 
on soap sculpture and neighborhood watchdogging. The two 
women are brought together when Collier witnesses a brutal 
murder in Danielle’s apartment. 
 Superficially, Danielle and Grace appear to be at odds. 
Subtle permutations of the narrative align them with unusual 
results. When the police refuse to follow up on Grace’s lead, she 

takes the case herself, following Danielle to a private psychiatric 
clinic managed by Breton’s estranged husband, Emile. Using split-
screen photography, De Palma cleverly presents this alliance. 
Following the murder, both women’s points of view are presented 
visually vis-à-vis the victim. The subsequent efforts to round up 
male support for their respective causes have Grace going to the 
police and Danielle calling her ex-husband. Each woman busily 
occupies half the screen. Cornered and hypnotized, Grace is forced 
to participate in a final attempt to reconcile Danielle’s troubled 
past. The surviving twin of a famous siamese pair, Breton is 
revealed to be the murderer from the opening sequence, and as 
Emile coaxes from her the realization that she has assumed the 
violent identity of her dead twin, Grace confers this role upon 
herself. Under dream therapy, the two women work out the 
identity crisis, Grace filling in the gaps with the aid of co-opted 
images from a documentary she has seen, which chronicles the 
twins’ lives while they were yet conjoined. 
 Again, De Palma manipulates the notion of multiple 
points of view. Grace, as she reviews the past suggested by Emile, 
constructs a biography of Danielle using the documentary footage. 
As Dominique, the disturbed twin, Grace follows the narrator of 
the documentary, peopling the scene with familiar faces and 
authority figures: her mother, Emile, the editor at Time-Life who 
showed her the original documentary. Constructing her own 
narrative, Grace absolves Danielle of her guilt by casting Emile as 
the agent ultimately responsible for the tragic failure to separate 
the twins. Simultaneously, we are given cutaways to a silhouetted 
Grace watching this biography figment on a projection screen, 
taking notes, analyzing. 
 As the dream sequence draws to a close, Emile professes 
his love for Danielle—the obsessive love that motivated the 
attempted separation. Danielle, assuming Dominique’s personality 
for the last time, murders Emile, ridding herself of the memory 
and the oppressor. Grace, instructed to forget everything, has done 
so. Yet, when she is questioned by the police at a later date, we 
are not convinced that her confident resolve is merely a function 
of hypnosis. As a sister and co-conspirator, she is involved. 
 In Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, the battling forces of good 
and evil are presented as essential and inextricable elements of a 
single personality. There is a dispersion of such perspective in 
Sisters: the multiple feminine personalities question the 
possibility of a unified consciousness that underlies the myth of 
the split personality. 
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Steve, TA – Interesting choice of films – and game attempt to link them. But what I see here 
are two pretty good descriptions of two different movies. You haven’t really put them together. 
A little short, well written. B  
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