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Movie Review
Vertigo
Roger Ebert / Jan 1, 1958
``Did he train you? Did he rehearse you? Did he tell you what to do and what to say?''
This cry from a wounded heart comes at the end of Alfred Hitchcock's ``Vertigo,'' and by the time it comes we are completely in sympathy. A man has fallen in love with a woman who does not exist, and now he cries out harshly against the real woman who impersonated her. But there is so much more to it than that. The real woman has fallen in love with him. In tricking him, she tricked herself. And the man, by preferring his dream to the woman standing before him, has lost both.
Then there is another level, beneath all of the others. Alfred Hitchcock was known as the most controlling of directors, particularly when it came to women. The female characters in his films reflected the same qualities over and over again: They were blond. They were icy and remote. They were imprisoned in costumes that subtly combined fashion with fetishism. They mesmerized the men, who often had physical or psychological handicaps. Sooner or later, every Hitchcock woman was humiliated.
``Vertigo'' (1958), which is one of the two or three best films Hitchcock ever made, is the most confessional, dealing directly with the themes that controlled his art. It is *about* how Hitchcock used, feared and tried to control women. He is represented by Scottie (James Stewart), a man with physical and mental weaknesses (back problems, fear of heights), who falls obsessively in love with the image of a woman--and not any woman, but the quintessential Hitchcock woman. When he cannot have her, he finds another woman and tries to mold her, dress her, train her, change her makeup and her hair, until she looks like the woman he desires. He cares nothing about the clay he is shaping; he will gladly sacrifice her on the altar of his dreams.
But of course the woman he is shaping and the woman he desires are the same person. Her name is Judy (Kim Novak), and she was hired to play the dream woman, ``Madeleine,'' as part of a murder plot that Scottie does not even begin to suspect. When he finds out he was tricked, his rage is uncontrollable. He screams out the words: ``Did he train you? . . .'' Each syllable is a knife in his heart, as he spells out that another man shaped the woman that Scottie thought to shape for himself. The other man has taken not merely Scottie's woman, but Scottie's dream.
That creates a moral paradox at the center of ``Vertigo.'' The other man (Gavin, played by Tom Helmore) has after all only done to this woman what Scottie also wanted to do. And while the process was happening, the real woman, Judy, transferred her allegiance from Gavin to Scottie, and by the end was not playing her role for money, but as a sacrifice for love.
All of these emotional threads come together in the greatest single shot in all of Hitchcock. Scottie, a former San Francisco police detective hired by Gavin to follow ``Madeleine,'' has become obsessed with her. Then it appears Madeleine has died. By chance, Scottie encounters Judy, who looks uncannily like Madeleine, but appears to be a more carnal, less polished version. Of course he does not realize she is exactly the same woman. He asks her out and Judy unwisely accepts. During their strange, stilted courtship, she begins to pity and care for him, so that when he asks her to remake herself into Madeleine, she agrees, playing the same role the second time.
The great scene takes place in a hotel room, lit by a neon sign. Judy has arrived, not looking enough like Madeleine to satisfy Scottie, who wants her in the *same* dress, with the *same* hair. His eyes burn with zealous fixation. Judy realizes that Scottie is indifferent to her as a person and sees her as an object. Because she loves him, she accepts this. She locks herself into the bathroom, does the makeover, opens the door and walks toward Scottie out of a haunting green fog that is apparently explained by the neon sign, but is in fact a dreamlike effect.
As Hitchcock cuts back and forth between Novak's face (showing such pain, such sorrow, such a will to please) and Stewart's (in a rapture of lust and gratified control), we feel hearts being torn apart: They are both slaves of an image fabricated by a man who is not even in the room--Gavin, who created ``Madeleine'' as a device to allow himself to get away with the murder of his wife.
As Scottie embraces ``Madeleine,'' even the background changes to reflect his subjective memories instead of the real room he's in. Bernard Herrmann's score creates a haunting, unsettled yearning. And the camera circles them hopelessly, like the pinwheel images in Scottie's nightmares, until the shot is about the dizzying futility of our human desires, the impossibility of forcing life to make us happy. This shot, in its psychological, artistic and technical complexity, may be the one time in his entire career that Alfred Hitchcock completely revealed himself, in all of his passion and sadness. (Is it a coincidence that the woman is named Madeleine--the word for the French biscuit, which, in Proust, brings childhood memories of loss and longing flooding back?)
Alfred Hitchcock took universal emotions, like fear, guilt and lust, placed them in ordinary characters, and developed them in images more than in words. His most frequent character, an innocent man wrongly accused, inspired much deeper identification than the superficial supermen in today's action movies.
He was a great visual stylist in two ways: He used obvious images and surrounded them with a subtle context. Consider the obvious ways he suggests James Stewart's vertigo. An opening shot shows him teetering on a ladder, looking down at a street below. Flashbacks show why he left the police force. A bell tower at a mission terrifies him, and Hitchcock creates a famous shot to show his point of view: Using a model of the inside of the tower, and zooming the lens in while at the same time physically pulling the camera back, Hitchcock shows the walls approaching and receding at the same time; the space has the logic of a nightmare. But then notice less obvious ways that the movie sneaks in the concept of falling, as when Scottie drives down San Francisco's hills, but never up. And note how truly he ``falls'' in love.
There is another element, rarely commented on, that makes ``Vertigo'' a great film. From the moment we are let in on the secret, the movie is equally about Judy: her pain, her loss, the trap she's in. Hitchcock so cleverly manipulates the story that when the two characters climb up that mission tower, we identify with both of them, and fear for both of them, and in a way Judy is less guilty than Scottie.
The danger is to see Judy, played by Novak, as an object in the same way that Scottie sees her. She is in fact one of the most sympathetic female characters in all of Hitchcock.
Over and over in his films, Hitchcock took delight in literally and figuratively dragging his women through the mud--humiliating them, spoiling their hair and clothes as if lashing at his own fetishes. Judy, in ``Vertigo,'' is the closest he came to sympathizing with the female victims of his plots. And Novak, criticized at the time for playing the character too stiffly, has made the correct acting choices: Ask yourself how you would move and speak if you were in unbearable pain, and then look again at Judy. 
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Movie Trivia 
· Alfred Hitchcock originally wanted Vera Miles to play Madeleine, but she became pregnant and was therefore unavailable.

· Costume designer Edith Head and director Alfred Hitchcock worked together to give Madeleine's clothing an eerie appearance. Her trademark gray suit was chosen for its color because they thought it seemed odd for a blonde woman to be wearing all gray. Also, they added the black scarf to her white coat because of the odd contrast.

· San Juan Batista, the Spanish mission which features in key scenes in the movie doesn't actually have a bell tower - it was added with trick photography. The mission originally had a steeple but it was demolished following a fire.

· Alfred Hitchcock reportedly spent a week filming a brief scene where Madeleine stares at a portrait in the Palace of the Legion of Honor just to get the lighting right.

· Uncredited second-unit cameraman Irmin Roberts invented the famous "forward zoom and reverse tracking" shot (now sometimes called "contra-zoom" or "trombone shot") to convey the sense of vertigo to the audience. The view down the mission stairwell cost $19,000 for just a couple of seconds of screen time.

· The Empire Hotel where James Stewart eventually finds Kim Novak is today (1999) the York Hotel located at 940 Sutter Street in the heart of San Francisco. Novak's character lived in room 501, which still retains many of its aspects captured in the film.

· The building exterior used for Madeleine's apartment building is located at 1000 Mason St., across the street from the Fairmont Hotel.

· Numerous uses of repetition and reflection throughout, including:

· The mirror on the way out of Ernie's restaurant; Scotty sees Madeleine reflected in it right after he has seen her for the first time.

· The numerous reflections and repetitions of Madeleine throughout, including at least two women whom Scotty mistakes for her.

· The metaphorical or dream mirrors that Madeleine describes as lining the corridor of her life.

· Midge paints herself into the portrait of Madeleine's ancestor, and, in one shot, sits next to the self-portrait, as if doubled.

· After showing Scotty the portrait, Midge sees herself reflected in the glass of the window.

· Judy as Madeleine's reflection.

· Madeleine as repetition or reflection of her ancestor.

· Scotty repeating his former life.

· There is a motif of spirals in the film, as literal shapes in the opening credits, and as the more abstract shape of the movie's plot, as well as the shape of the pivotal tower staircase.

· The lighting changes when important events occur. For instance:

· When Scotty first sees Madeleine in Ernie's restaurant, the light around her becomes unnaturally bright for a moment.

· While Scotty is listening to the story of Madeleine's ancestor in the book shop, it gets very dark; once he exits the store, it brightens again.

· When Scotty first sees Judy made up completely as Madeleine, she is lit by a blurred, ghostly green light (the reflected light from the neon sign outside the window).

· The screenplay is credited to Alec Coppel and Samuel A. Taylor, but Coppel didn't write a word of the final draft. He is credited for contractual reasons only. Taylor read neither Coppel's script nor the original novel, he worked solely from Hitchcock's outline of the story.

· The film was unavailable for decades because its rights (together with four other pictures of the same period) were bought back by Hitchcock and left as part of his legacy to his daughter. They've been known for long as the infamous "Five Lost Hitchcocks" amongst film buffs, and were re-released in theatres around 1984 after a 30-year absence. The others are The Man Who Knew Too Much (1956), Rear Window (1954), Rope (1948), and The Trouble with Harry (1955).

· Poorly received by U.S. critics on its release, this film is now hailed as Hitchcock's masterpiece.

· The film is based upon the novel "D'Entre les Morts" (From Among the Dead) which was written specifically for Hitchcock by Pierre Boileau and Thomas Narcejac after they heard that he had tried to buy the rights to their previous novel "Celle qui n'était plus" (She Who Was No More), which had been filmed as Diaboliques, Les (1955).

· Director Cameo: [Alfred Hitchcock] about 11 minutes in wearing a gray suit walking past Gavin Elster's shipyard.

· Director Trademark: [Alfred Hitchcock] [bathroom] Madeline emerges from the bathroom, ready for lovemaking.

· Director Trademark: [Alfred Hitchcock] [hair] Carlotta and Madeline have spiral hairstyles, and Judy's hair color is significant.

· Both the interiors and exteriors of "Ernie's" restaurant were filmed on sets, although the restaurant was a San Francisco landmark which closed its doors in 1999.

· The movie contains the only score that composer Bernard Herrmann wrote but did not conduct himself. Just before the recording was scheduled, a guild strike restricted Herrman from conducting anywhere in the world. As a result part of the score was recorded in London (in stereo) and the other half in Vienna (in mono).

· A theme song entitled "Vertigo" by Livingston & Evans (Jay Livingston and Ray Evans) was recorded by Billy Eckstine, and was reportedly used for promotional purposes, but was not included in the film's final cut. Word has it that Hitchcock didn't feel it was appropriate.

· John Ferren, the artist for the "Nightmare Sequence" design, also painted the pivotal "Portrait of Carlotta" that transfixes the main characters of the film. Production Designer Henry Bumstead did the joke one of Carlotta with Midge's head. Ferren also did a portrait of Vera Miles when she was to play the Kim Novak role.

· Bernard Herrmann's score is largely inspired by Richard Wagner's "Tristan und Isolde", which like the film, is also about doomed love.

· Alfred Hitchcock had originally opted another location for the famous staircase sequence, but associate producer Herbert Coleman's daughter (Judy Lanini) suggested the Mission at San Juan Bautista (the location that was eventually used for filming) as a more suitable location for filming.

· Was voted the 19th Greatest Film of all time by Entertainment Weekly.

· The forward zoom/reverse tracking shots were done with miniatures laid on their sides, since it was impossible to do them vertically.

· Alfred Hitchcock was embittered at the commercial failure and initially critically mixed reaction of this film. He blamed the film's seeming failure on James Stewart for "looking old". Hitchcock never worked with Stewart, previously one of his favorite collaborators, again.

· Alfred Hitchcock had fun repeating the scene in which Kim Novak jumps into the water over and over again, while James Stewart was following and watching her in the distance. The shoot was good a long time before, but Hitchcock insisted in repeating it many times after just for fun.

Movie Goofs

  Continuity: The ice cubes in Gavin and Scottie's drinks disappear.

  Continuity: The amount of sunlight/shadows in the alley behind the flower shop as first Madeleine and then Scotty walk towards the door.

  Continuity: The parked cars opposite the alley behind the flower shop change with the camera's point of view.

  Crew or equipment visible: When Scottie initially chases Madeleine up the bell tower stairs at Mission San Juan Bautista, a crew person's hand and forearm appears from behind the stairs for a few seconds in the upward shot of Madeleine, then disappears back behind the stairs as she passes by.

  Crew or equipment visible: As the camera moves away from Scottie standing at the edge of the tower, the shadow of the camera can be seen for a split second on the outer wall of the tower.

  Continuity: The book display in the bookshop window changes between the entering and exiting shots.

  Continuity: As Scotty and Judy (Madeleine) are driving on a two lane road to Mission San Juan Bautista, it is obvious Scotty is driving on the "wrong" side of the road. Reportedly, when this was pointed out to Hitchcock, he replied, "You drive your way; I'll drive mine."

  Continuity: In the scenes that follow Judy putting on the gray dress, the headboard light on her bed disappears and reappears.

  Continuity: When Scotty and Madeleine are on the coast, she's wearing a white coat with a gauzy black scarf. The scarf is arranged differently in different shots and sometimes is missing entirely.

  Continuity: When they are talking outside Scotty's apartment, the same red/white 1955 Oldsmobile goes past several times (although it could be someone looking for an address or a parking space).

  Errors in geography: Scotty and Judy drive through a grove of eucalyptus trees that is located south of San Juan Bautista on the way there from San Francisco.

  Continuity: As Judy packs to run away, the breast sections on Madeleine's gray suit in her closet are popped out in one shot and pushed in in another

  Continuity: In Ernie's restaurant there are two famous profile shots of Kim Novak; in the second shot however (shot later in production) there is noticeably less background scenery visible.

  Continuity: As Scotty turns into the flower shop alley, the wall to his right has no windows. When he exits his car, windows have appeared.

  Continuity: While Scotty is spying on Madeleine in the art museum, the furniture and artwork in the gallery seen through the open doorway next to Carlota's portrait is rearranged between shots.

  Continuity: When Madeleine wakes up in Scottie's bed, there are two chairs on either side of the doorway as Scottie exits his bedroom. When he re-enters the bedroom, one chair is missing and the other has moved.

  Continuity: Before and after Scottie slides off the roof and hangs onto the gutter, there are two views of him shown 90 degrees apart, but in both cases the background view remains the same.

  Continuity: When Madeleine is in Scottie's apartment after he rescued her from the bay, he offers her two cushions to sit on in front of the fireplace. When he picks up the cushions, they are green. In the next shot, when the cushions are shown hitting the floor, they are gold. When the cushions are shown lying in front of the fireplace after Madeleine has fled, they are green again.

  Continuity: When the manager of the McKittrick Hotel is walking Scottie to Madeleine's room, the door is cracked open. A close-up shows the door closed and the manager proceeds to open it.

  Continuity: After Madeleine is rescued by Scottie and is in his apartment, there are two shots of her clothes drying in the kitchen. The first time they are shown we see her slip hanging on the line. The second time the clothes are seen, instead of the slip we see a pair of panties.

  Continuity: When Scottie and Madeleine are talking on the beach, there is a tree between them. Madeleine puts her left arm around the tree, but then, without her having moved, she has her back to the tree. 
Movie Filming Locations

900 Lombard Street, San Francisco, California, USA

Big Basin Redwoods State Park - 21600 Big Basin Way, Boulder Creek, California, USA

Biltmore Hotel - 506 S. Grand Ave., Downtown, Los Angeles, California, USA

Brocklebank Apartments - 100 Mason Street, San Francisco, California, USA
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Mission Dolores - 3321 16th Street, San Francisco, California, USA

Mission San Juan Bautista - 2nd and Mariposa Streets, San Juan Bautista, California, USA

Palace of Fine Arts - 3601 Lyon Street, San Francisco, California, USA

Paramount Studios - 5555 Melrose Ave., Hollywood, Los Angeles, California, USA

    (studio)

San Francisco, California, USA

Alternate Versions
An addition to the ending was made for some European coutries due to certain laws prohibiting a film from letting a "bad guy" get away at the end of a film. In the new ending, after Scottie looks down from the belltower (the original ending) there is a shot of Midge sitting next to a radio listening to reports of police tracking down Gavin Elster. As Midge turns off the radio the news flash also reports that 3 Berkeley students got caught bringing a cow up the stairs of a campus building. Scottie enters the room, looks at Midge plainly, and then looks out a window. Midge makes two drinks and gives one to Scottie. It ends with both of them looking out the window. This ending can be found on the restoration laserdisc. 
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.... 
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.... 
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Produced by
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John P. Fulton
.... 
second unit director: back projection (uncredited)

Sound Department

Michael Ferdie
.... 
foley editor (1996 restoration)

William Hooper
.... 
sound effects editor (1996 restoration)

William Jacobs
.... 
sound editor (1996 restoration)

Winston H. Leverett
.... 
sound recordist (as Winston Leverett)

Harold Lewis
.... 
sound recordist

Robb Navrides
.... 
sound editor: remastered version

Harry E. Snodgrass
.... 
sound editor (1996 restoration)

Walter Spencer
.... 
sound restoration

George Dutton
.... 
sound (uncredited)

Richard LeGrand Jr.
.... 
supervising sound editor (1996 restoration) (uncredited)

Samuel Webb
.... 
assistant sound editor (1996 restoration) (uncredited)

Special Effects by

Farciot Edouart
.... 
process photography

John P. Fulton
.... 
special photographic effects

W. Wallace Kelley
.... 
process photography (as Wallace Kelley)

Visual Effects by

Scott Dougherty
.... 
digital restoration producer: Cinesite (uncredited)

Paul K. Lerpae
.... 
optical effects (uncredited)

Jerry Pooler
.... 
digital restoration supervisor (uncredited)

Tiffany Smith
.... 
digital restoration coordinator: Cinesite (uncredited)

John Whitney Sr.
.... 
motion control designer: title sequence (uncredited)

Stunts

Polly Burson
.... 
stunts (uncredited)

Ted Mapes
.... 
stunts (uncredited)

Other crew

Saul Bass
.... 
title designer

Barbara Bel Geddes
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration)

John Ferren
.... 
special sequence

Robert A. Harris
.... 
1996 reconstruction and restoration

Patricia Hitchcock
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration) (as Patricia Hitchcock O`Connell)

Muir Mathieson
.... 
conductor

Richard Mueller
.... 
color consultant: Technicolor

Kim Novak
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration)

Martin Scorsese
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration)

James Stewart
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration)

Samuel A. Taylor
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration) (as Samuel Taylor)

Suzanne Taylor
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration)

Lew Wasserman
.... 
thanks (1996 restoration)

Loyal Griggs
.... 
director of photography: second unit (uncredited)

Fred Kaifer
.... 
camera operator: second unit (uncredited)

W. Wallace Kelley
.... 
director of photography: back projection (uncredited)

Kyme Meade
.... 
camera operator: second unit (uncredited)

Irmin Roberts
.... 
director of photography: second unit (uncredited)

Peggy Robertson
.... 
assistant: Mr. Hitchcock (uncredited)

Leonard J. South
.... 
camera operator (uncredited)

Herb Steinberg
.... 
unit publicist (uncredited)

B. Weiler
.... 
camera operator: second unit (uncredited)

William Williams
.... 
director of photography: animation (uncredited)
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


