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Seconds (1966) 
Produced by Edward Lewis for Douglas and Lewis Productions.  Directed by John Frankenheimer.  Screenplay 
by Lewis John Carlino, from the novel by David Ely.  Photographed by James Wong Howe.  Music by Jerry 
Goldsmith.  Edited by Ferris Webster and David Newhouse.  Art direction by Ted Haworth.  With Rock Hudson 
(Antiochus “Tony” Wilson), Salome Jens (Nora Marcus), John Randolph (Arthur Hamilton), Will Geer (The 
Old Man), Jeff Corey (Mr. Ruby), Richard Anderson (Dr. Innes), Murray Hamilton (Charlie Evans) 
 
Many of us have experienced that odd, unsettling moment when we pass a mirror or shop window and see a 
stranger's reflection, not our own.  During that brief instant the practiced correspondence between exterior and 
interior selves falls away, and we gaze at some unfamiliar being.  In effect, John Frankenheimer has taken that 
moment and lengthened it into an hour-and-a-half film, the science fiction/horror/suspense thriller, Seconds.  
The film follows the experiences of Arthur Hamilton, a vaguely unhappy middle-aged insurance executive, who 
undergoes surgical “rebirth” to emerge as a younger, more virile man.  He is given a new physical identity as 
"Tony Wilson," and a new occupation, painting.  But to Hamilton's distress, he slowly realizes that the company 
which has effected the transformation cannot erase his past or his personality.  What follows are his vain 
attempts to make himself whole again.  Seconds is not only a story of self-alienation but also of social 
estrangement, for in both Hamilton's old and new lives he experiences conflicting perceptions between the 
world as he dreams it to be and the world that forces itself upon him.  Hamilton seeks to attain the ideal vision of 
a whole self in an integrated world, but Seconds offers little evidence that Arthur Hamilton, or anyone else for 
that matter, can succeed… 
 
Frankenheimer has stated that he always begins work on a film with an overall conception of what the movie 
will look like, and that for Seconds the principal stylistic was distortion.  Together with veteran cinematographer 
James Wong Howe, whose emphasis has always been on realism, Frankenheimer changes a visually ordinary 
world into one which is off-balance and out of perspective.  The use of a fish-eye lens causes objects in the 
foreground to be exaggerated as objects deeper in the visual field tend to curve away into the background.  The 
effect creates a feeling of disorientation and unreality, heightened by shooting from low angles.  The perverse 
unreliability of perception is effectively demonstrated by the two sequences of Hamilton's attempted rape of a 
woman, an encounter arranged by the company as blackmail insurance.  In Hamilton's drug-induced experience 
of it, the encounter takes place in a large, decorated boudoir whose painted walls and floors (reminiscent of the 
expressionistic style of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari) are distorted by using the fish-eye lens.  When he refuses to 
sign the contract, the company shows him their film and he (and the audience) sees only a small, tawdry room lit 
harshly by ordinary movie lights.  When the images themselves are not stretched or twisted, the compositions 
are often photographed on a tilted axis to reinforce the sense of dizzy imbalance.  Auditory signals are also 
distorted for subjective effect: a telephone rings unusually loud, steam hisses noisily on a shock cut, or on one 
occasion a company executive’s voice emanates from a seemingly empty room. And it is hard to forget the 
surrealistic visual metaphor of Arthur Hamilton walking through racks and racks of dead beef on the way to his 
initial meeting with the company. 
 
Although “seconds” refers to the reborns, the term also connotes those items which are sold at a cheaper price in 
bargain basements because of defects in their manufacture, and it is not difficult to apply the connotation to 
those desperate but flawed individuals seeking to buy another chance at happiness.  Ironically, the title could 
also stand for the film itself, for it too contains a flaw in the muddled second act.  Even so, I think the film as a 
whole communicates powerfully the horror of the fragmented self. 
 

--Carolyn Perkins CinemaTexas Film Notes, 9-30-74 


