
A Level Film Studies  
‘Vertigo ’ (Hitchcock, USA,1958)   

COMPONENT 1: VARIETIES OF FILM AND FILMMAKING  
Section A: Hollywood 1930-1990 (comparative study) 
 
Written examination: 2.5 hours 

35% of qualification  

 

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of elements of film  

AO2 Apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to:  

analyse and compare films, including through the use of critical approaches  

evaluate the significance of critical approaches  

analyse and evaluate own work in relation to other professionally produced work  

  

 

CONTEXTS 

Production | Social and Political | Critical 

Debate 

The film Vertigo has long been hailed as a modern Hollywood classic, a film that 

not only in so many ways defines the genre of psychological thriller but is now 

recognised as the film that epitomises all of the trademark stylistics of the body 

of work of its director, Alfred Hitchcock. The critic roger Egbert states that it is 

simply ‘one of the two or three best films Hitchcock ever made, is the most 
confessional, dealing directly with the themes that controlled his art.’ 

With the demise of the Studio System in the 1950s more freedom for a director 

to take control. Kim Novak under contract with Columbia Pictures could only be 

in Vertigo with the permission of Columbia chief Harry Cohn who was paid 

$250,000. 

The USA in the 1950s: racism both social and institutional, entrenched sexism. 

The USA was a segregated society, and the end of the decade saw the 

beginnings of the civil rights movement and the women’s movement of the 

1960s. The film can be read as emblematic of men trying to re-assert their 

control over women in post war America. One of the first things Scottie asks of 

Judy is that she not go to work but spends time with him instead, “let me take 

care of you.” 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

SYNOPSIS 

After a near-death experience, while 

chasing a criminal across the roof tops of 

San Francisco, John ‘Scottie’ Ferguson 

takes early retirement due to his crippling 

acrophobia.  After agreeing to a meeting 

with another old college friend Scottie 

unwillingly agrees to help discover what is 

troubling his wife Madeleine. While tracking 

Madeleine through San Francisco, Scottie 

becomes transfixed and fascinated by her 

mystique, and begins to learn more about 

her troubled state of mind. His fascination 

quickly turns to obsession.  

 

 

  

LANGUAGE AND MISE EN SCENE 

The use of the ‘contra zoom (or dolly zoom)’ then appears regularly 
throughout the movie, particularly used to show height and the 
associated fear that Scottie feels when exposed to his 
acrophobia. Vertigo was the first film to use this technique, and is 
credited to cameraman Irmin Roberts. Hitchcock uses colour throughout 
his mise-en-scene to enrich the viewers’ experience of the rooms and 
venues the action takes place in.  
 
Hitchcock’s recurring use of mirrors, as in Psycho, to imply dual 
identities. The clearest examples are the sequence at Ernie’s, Scottie’s 
first visit to Judy’s room and the Ransohoff’s scene. 
 
The motif of the spiral structures the film: in the titles, Madeleine’s hair, 
the steps in the tower, the repetition.  

TERMINOLOGY 
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KEY SEQUENCES 

Opening sequence 

Ernie’s restaurant 

Following Madeleine 

The rescue in San Francisco Bay 

The breakdown 

The hotel transformation 



AUTEUR 

Many film critics and enthusiasts would almost marry up the term 

‘auteur’ with Hitchcock, and he is used regularly to help define its 

roots and development in the 1950s.. Hitchcock's cinema is often 

regarded in the same light as a piece of art or literature and held 

more artistic value than just a genre-fitting film with big stars. The 

visual style, emblematic content and storytelling all weaved 

together to create a set of signatures that could be followed 

through much of the filmmaker’s complete catalogue of work.  

 

Recognised in the 1950s by the writers of Cahiers du Cinema as a 

master film-maker, Hitchcock is an example of the classic auteur, a 

master of mise-en-scène with an unmistakable ‘world view’. The 

‘Hitchcock film’ contains elements of style and distinctive marks 

identifiable with his presence as a creative force who brought 

together a number of elements – the graphics of Saul Bass, the 

music of Bernard Herrmann, the performances of Cary Grant and 

James Stewart. “When we tell a story in cinema, we should resort 

to dialogue only when it’s impossible to do otherwise. I always try 

first to tell a story in the cinematic way, through a succession of 

shots and bits of film in between”. 

 

Influenced by German Expressionism and Soviet montage cinema. 

His elaborate editing techniques came from Soviet films of the 

1920s. He particularly acknowledged the significance of the 

Kuleshov experiment, from which he derived his fondness for the 

point-of-view shot and for building sequences by cross-cutting 

between person seeing and things seen. Self- publicist Hitchcock 

was a commercial film-maker, who sought and achieved box office 

success. He was always happy to exploit his ‘auteur status’ as a 

marketing device, through his TV series no less than his films. His 

films are assigned to him as in the credits and publicity material 

making him a ‘star’ director. He also ‘signed’ his films through his 

personal non-speaking appearances in them. In Vertigo he 

appears outside Elster’s office. 

 

 

 

 

  

PAST QUESTIONS 
 
(a) Compare how far your chosen films reflect the auteur 
signature features of their filmmakers. [40] 
Or, 
 
(b) Compare how far your chosen films reflect their different 
production contexts. [40] 

 

NARRATIVE | GENRE 
 
Narrative positioning is the first way that draws on the 
suspense for the audience, by aligning the audience with 
Scottie for the first half of the film. It almost restricts the 
audience from what is going on, they are only finding out 
things at the same time as Scottie, the subjective camera 
angles throughout also support this alignment.  
 
Position of flashback in the narrative encouraging the 
spectator to sympathise with Judy and perceive events from 
her perspective for the first time. 

 

  

SPECTATORSHIP 
 
Hitchcock’s fascination with the psychology of characters and 
subsequently the reactions and behaviours of his audience 
members are key factors. There are a variety of explorations 
that stem from the themes of the film and the subsequent 
critical approaches have since expanded this. The most 
significant of these would be the application and discussion of 
Laura Mulvey’s Male Gaze theory. 

 
 
 

IDEOLOGY AND THEMES 
The themes that Hitchcock regularly develops in his 

narratives and through his characters are commonly 

associations with his motifs and in Vertigo there is no 

difference here. The theme of illusion is an 

extrapolation of both Blonde Women and Doubles as 

he plays around with the Judy and Madeleine 

character. The theme of obsession is also developed 

through Hitchcock’s use of The Wrong Man, Silent 
Scenes and eventually Transference of Guilt.  
 

Hitchcock also works with the themes 

of voyeurism, death, spirals and romantic 
delusion in Vertigo. 

 

Other consistent themes across his films are: 

 

Taboo sexuality (he once described Scottie in Vertigo 

as a “necrophile - a man who wants to have sex with a 

dead woman”) 

 

‘The wrong wo/man’ - protagonist is wrongly accused 

of a crime, framed, or mistaken for someone in a 

dangerous profession. E.g. North By Northwest (1959) 

 

Ordinary people suddenly plunged into extraordinary 

(and dangerous) situations e.g. The Man Who Knew 

Too Much (1956) 

 

Distrust of authority: from politicians to the police, 

people in authority who we are told to trust are 

actually sources of danger and fear 

 

Beautiful, blonde women in peril. Hitchcock seemed 

to have a fetish for blonde actresses and an urge to 

see them endangered. He once said “Blondes make 

the best victims, 

they’re like the virgin snow” 

 

Charming villains - instead of being thuggish and ugly, 

the villains are often suave, well-dressed and 

handsome e.g. James Mason in North By Northwest 
(1959). 

 


