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Simon 1 

Abstract: 
In many cases of romantic pursuit, all other endeavors within the male's world are cast aside, 
with the conquest of a woman and her love alone dictating the character's actions. Much is the 
case in Alfred Hitchcock's 1958 film, Vertigo, which manages to build upon this tradition of the 
romantic quest, while still maintaining a sense of suspense and mystery. This time, John 
"Scottie" Ferguson fills the role of the male protagonist, falling madly in love with the woman he 
assumes to be Madeleine Elster. Unaware of Gavin Elster's plot to murder his wife, Scottie 
becomes wholly enamored with both the Madeleine impersonator and the romantic tale she helps 
form: in which Scottie is the hero of the romantic conquest. Much of the complications for 
Scottie arise from his inability to see and interpret the world around him: although he perceives 
Madeleine's image as reflections of true love, he remains blissfully unaware of the far more 
substantial feelings his caring confidant, Margaret "Midge" Wood, directs towards him. Scottie's 
continued inability to break free from the romantic quest, to abandon his pursuit to write his own 
heroic ending, leads to an ambiguous ending that showcases neither support for the protagonist's 
nor the audience's senses of authority or control. 
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Introduction: 

Lancelot and Guinevere. Romeo and Juliet. Nick Carraway and Daisy Buchanan. The 

romantic pursuit has been a common literary theme for centuries. Readers have long been 

fascinated by the passion-filled pursuits of the love-sick male protagonist, who, once introduced 

to his female love, will do everything in his power and influence to win such reciprocal feelings. 

In fact, in many cases of romantic pursuit, all other endeavors within the male's world are cast 

aside, with the conquest of a woman and her love alone dictating the character's actions. Much is 

the case in Alfred Hitchcock's 1958 film, Vertigo, which manages to build upon this tradition of 

the romantic quest, while still maintaining a sense of suspense and mystery. This time, John 

"Scottie" Ferguson fills the role of the male protagonist, falling madly in love with the woman he 

assumes to be Madeleine Elster. Absorbed in his passion for this woman, Scottie becomes swept 

up in the ornamentations of romance, from flowers to lighting, and he finds himself a character 

fixated on conquering seemingly unattainable love. Much of the complications for Scottie arise 

from his inability to see and interpret the world around him: although he perceives Madeleine's 

image as reflections of true love, he remains blissfully unaware of the far more substantial 

feelings his caring confidant, Margaret "Midge" Wood, directs towards him. Unaware of Gavin 

Elster's plot to murder his wife, Scottie becomes wholly enamored with both the Madeleine 

impersonator and the romantic tale she helps form: in which Scottie is the hero of the romantic 

conquest. It is only when Scottie realizes his own role as a pawn in this scheme, in which his 

perceived actions ofromantic chivalry were no more than manipulations of Elster, that the story 

begins to unravel. Nonetheless, Scottie's continued inability to break free from the romantic 

quest, to abandon his pursuit to write his own heroic ending, leads to an ambiguous ending that 

showcases neither support for the protagonist's nor the audience's senses of authority or control. 

Hitchcock, not Gavin Elster, is the master manipulator of the film, forcing the audience to 

acknowledge its own lack of freedom, just as Scottie realizes his own downfall. In Vertigo, 

Scottie becomes absorbed in his role in the romantic pursuit of Madeleine, and unable to 

correctly understand that which he sees, he becomes a pawn in his quest for false affections; 

furthermore, by never revealing if Scottie truly realizes his weakness for such romance, 

Hitchcock forces the audience to question its own authority and interpretation of its 

surroundings. 
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Seeing is Believing 

From the very opening of the film, the title and credits sequence, Hitchcock indicates that 

his work will clearly revolve around issues of the gaze, specifically concerning visions of 

women. The credits begin with a close-up shot of a young woman's eyes, and the camera 

continues to approach the woman until the shot zooms inside her eyes (Vertigo). Importantly, the 

woman in question is noticeably uncomfortable, as evidenced by her eyes constantly darting 

back and forth (Vertigo), as if she is attempting to visually process her surroundings. The harsh, 

jarring collection of string music accompanying the scene (Vertigo) only adds to this tension by 

immediately putting the viewer on edge. In fact, the entire scenario is unsettling: like the woman, 

the audience too is unaware of what they are viewing. From the very start of the film, Hitchcock 

forces the viewer to ask a series of questions: what are we looking at? who are we looking at? 

how are we looking? Thus, the viewer comes to understand that such questions, the answers of 

which are usually taken for granted, will be explored at length in this film. 

Having pulled as close as possible to the mystery woman's gaze, the camera shot quite 

literally sucks the audience through the woman's eyes, into an indiscernible environment, except 

for the all-encompassing darkness (Vertigo). Now, quite literally inside the obviously confused 

woman, the audience is immediately absorbed in her fate. With this move, the camera allows the 

woman's and the audience's gazes to meld into one, as we are quite literally seeing through her 

eyes. As already mentioned, the darkness and the jarring music indicate that there seems to be 

some sense of intensity or urgency for both the woman and the audience's situations, and so it 

becomes even more crucial to understand exactly what is happening before our eyes. Of course, 

the viewer's pursuit of discerning the environment only circles back to the notion of 

understanding what one is seeing. However, what is able to be identified within the darkness is 

no more reassuring to the viewer, as a series of "swirl" images of various, fluorescent colors 

rotate across the blackness of the shot (Vertigo). These indiscernible, unrealistic shapes reflect 

that the audience's gaze is also obviously unclear; in other words, given the audience's sense of 

rationality and what they believe to be realistic, they are still unable to understand the situation at 

hand. However, it is significant that these images do bear a strong resemblance to eyes because 

they have elliptical shapes with "iris-like" centers (Vertigo). By presenting unrealistic images 

that at the same time convey a connection to eyes, Hitchcock is highlighting the importance of 

the relationship between vision and understanding in the film. 
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The title sequence draws to a close with the shot (and thus, the audience's view) exiting 

back out through the woman's eyes, with the director credit appearing last (Vertigo). Hitchcock 

presents his own title is this way to expose that the gaze of the film will be dictated through him; 

even more importantly, since this final view allows the shot to be removed from the woman's 

eyes and look upon her, rather than through her, Hitchcock illustrates that the gaze he creates 

will all depend on a view of woman, not the view through woman. In other words, understanding 

the film, both on the parts of the characters within and the audience, will depend on correctly 

perceiving the presented images of females. 

My Buddy, Midge 

It would be impossible to effectively explore Scottie's romantic pursuit of Madeleine, 

which is an endeavor based on his false perception of his gaze, without first understanding his 

clearly platonic relationship with Midge. Throughout the film, Margaret "Midge" Wood operates 

as a counter to the romantic, idealized images presented by Madeleine; although Midge displays 

true feelings of compassion and longing for Scottie, his inability to detect such emotions without 

the ornamentations of romance, leave their relationship in clearly platonic terms. On the 

superficial level of her appearance, Midge is immediately separated from the romantic image of 

the feminine because she wears glasses (Vertigo). This seemingly inconsequential wardrobe 

feature is in fact crucial because it signals her separation from the idealized vision of a woman 

without glasses. Since she does not fit the image of a perfect feminine beauty, the viewer may 

immediately infer that she is not the object of Scottie's subsequent pursuit, which is only 

facilitated through romantic imagery. Not a romantic possession placed upon a pedestal to be 

viewed and pursued, Midge is instead Scottie's confidant. Midge's glasses also highlight the 

irony that she, more than any other character, actually possesses the clearest view and 

understanding of Scottie. As her subsequent actions reflect, Midge deeply cares for Scottie and is 

able to understand all of the causes of his turmoil: she encourages him to confront his vertigo by 

climbing up a small step-ladder in her apartment, and she knows that his unflagging love for the 

late-Madeleine is the source of his later melancholia (Vertigo). While understanding Scottie's 

emotions, Midge also serves as the voice of reason by explaining the absurdity of his vertigo in 

rational terms: it is merely a symptom of the traumatic event of seeing his policeman partner fall 

to his death (Vertigo). Unlike Scottie's later obsession, Madeleine, who reflects perpetuating the 

myth and fantasy of very irrational romance, Midge represents that which is rational and 
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tangible. Versus the fantasy of the romantic pursuit, in which there is intense, albeit ephemeral 

passion, the strong friendship Midge offers is a reflection of some deeper understanding between 

the two individuals. 

It is this friendship, based on rationality rather than fantasy, which allows Scottie to view 

Midge in strictly platonic terms. For example, when inquiring about Midge's current relationship 

status, Scottie asks if Midge "will ever get married?" (Vertigo). Thus, instead of asking if Midge 

will ever fall in love or express romantic feelings for someone else, which is an expectation that 

will mirror his own pursuit of Madeleine, Scottie completely ignores the concept of romance. 

Instead, Scottie wonders whether or not Midge will fulfill a societal duty to become a wife, 

rather than pursue a romantic adventure. The remaining portion of the pair's conversation 

similarly yields no indications of romance, when Scottie asks if Midge would "like to go out for 

beer" (Vertigo). Again, as alluded to before, Scottie views Midge as someone akin to a male 

companion, with no inkling of romance. Nonetheless, it is important to point out that the lack of 

romance is only cemented on the part of Scottie: when Scottie casually brings up the 

conversation of the pair's college affair, the camera momentarily pauses on Midge's face, which 

bears a faint smile (Vertigo). Hitchcock's focusing on this expression reveals that Midge does in 

fact harbor strong, most likely romantic feelings for Scottie, which he is not at all tempted to 

reciprocate because she does not conform to the image of the romantic female of his fantasies. 

In fact, there is additional irony to be found in the fact that Scottie views Midge as a 

completely unromantic figure, since her profession is to design ladies' undergarments (Vertigo), 

which are such intimate, sexual objects. Scottie views the undergarments on display in Midge's 

studio in a purely nonsexual way, which is ironic, considering that such devices help perpetuate 

the female image of his fantasies. In other words, seeing the garments in person creates no sense 

of mystery, in that Scottie sees the undergarments for what they are; however, these very same 

devices become ornamentations ofromance once they are underneath a woman's clothes by 

literally sculpting the body to romanticized proportions. Thus, it should then not be seen as a 

coincidence that Madeleine always appears in figure-hugging garments that highlight her 

hourglass shape (Vertigo), due in part to some undergarments. In The Women Who Knew Too 

Much: Hitchcock and Feminist Theory, Tania Modleski comments that such objects that create 

the mystique of "femininity in our culture [which is] largely male construct, a male 'design', and 

that this femininity is in fact a matter of external trappings, or roles of masquerade, without 
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essence" (Modleski 92). Thus, Modleski too views such ornamentations of the romantic female, 

in this case, undergarments, as lacking in "essence" because they perpetuate an umealistic notion 

(a woman could not be expected to have such extreme hourglass proportions without the 

garments). On a hanger, as in Midge's apartment, these undergarments are completely 

umomantic, but placed on a woman, they allow the romantic fantasy to be formed. Modleski also 

notably highlights that such objects are a "male construct," which posits that women would only 

wear such undergarments to attain romantic proportions in the gaze of men, not their own; in 

other words, such garments force women to conform to the romantic fantasy desired and 

supported by men alone. Nonetheless, in Midge's apartment, Scottie is unable to correctly 

understand that which he views: the undergarments, which contribute to the sham of his romance 

with Madeleine. 

Additionally, the lack of romance between Scottie and Midge is only strengthened by the 

familial roles they project onto one another; in this way, Scottie and Midge have a relationship 

akin to a brother and sister, with the female companion sometimes even assuming the role of the 

maternal authority. For example, when discussing her new undergarment design with Scottie, 

Midge comments, "you should know all about those things; you're a big boy now" (Vertigo). 

Obviously, this statement closely links Midge to a maternal figure, who is explaining the 

situation to the lesser authority of "a boy." Thus, Scottie does not seem to have control in this 

relationship, which counters the romantic notion of a hero having the authority to pursue and 

win over his love. In fact, Scottie's lack of authority is apparent when he falls off of the step 

ladder, tumbling into Midge's embrace; in this position, Midge, just like a mother, holds Scottie, 

the clutching child in the scenario, firmly against her chest (Vertigo). Familial terms are 

constantly utilized in the scene, with Scottie being labeled "old man" and "big boy" and Midge 

being a "girl" (Vertigo). Thus, such labels continuously strengthen the familial sense of their 

relationship, while vanquishing any hint of romance. These familial titles even hold throughout 

the film: later, after tracking Madeleine around San Francisco, Scottie goes to Midge's 

apartment, and, rather than formally greeting her, he immediately requests her advice, prompting 

Midge to respond, "that is how a girl likes to be greeted" (Vertigo). Interestingly, Midge is 

sarcastically pointing out the lack of romance in her relationship with Scottie, although the 

viewer understands her actual desire for such passion. However, despite her true feelings, 

Midge's acts of referring to herself as a girl again cements her strictly childlike relationship with 
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Scottie. In fact, this very scene closes with childlike references as Scottie tells Midge to get her 

hat before she leaves the apartment, and Midge comments that she "doesn't need one" and runs 

out the door (Vertigo). This exchange closely mirrors a familial exchange in which an older 

sibling is concerned that a younger sibling needs to bring a hat outside in order to ward off the 

cold. Interestingly, Midge's decision to not listen to Scottie's advice signals her ability to not 

cave to Scottie's authority, which Madeleine will gladly do. 

Nonetheless, an effective character analysis of Midge would be incomplete without 

examining her actions later in the film, in response to Scottie's apparent affections for 

Madeleine. At this point in the film, Midge does show signs of her frustration in her attempts to 

receive some semblance of romance from Scottie. However, Midge too understands that her lack 

of conforming to the idealized female image, as represented by Madeleine, forever prevents 

Scottie from viewing her in such a light. When Midge witnesses Madeleine leaving Scottie's 

apartment, she smiles at first, but then wonders aloud "if it was ghost?" or "if it was fun?" 

(Vertigo). Thus, Midge seems to be asking if Madeleine, the romantic and mysterious female, 

provided the excitement Scottie obviously does not see in her. Of course, Midge's statements are 

also foreboding of all the harm Scottie's affections for Madeleine will subsequently cause. 

Despite witnessing Scottie's fascination with Madeleine's mysterious qualities, Midge 

comes to understand that similar expressions on her part yield very different results. For 

example, later in the film, Midge leaves a note for Scottie at his apartment, just as Madeleine 

previously did; however, rather than being flattered by the gesture, Scottie asks her "when [she] 

became the type of girl that does such things?" (Vertigo). Scottie's statement puts his hypocrisy 

on full display because the same qualities he desires in Madeleine, those that perpetuate romance 

and mystery, adopt unseemly and taboo connotations when demonstrated by Midge. In Scottie's 

mind, Midge, as the rational, platonic friend is not allowed to perform such dramatic and 

emotional gestures. Ironically, Midge is voluntarily seeking out Scottie's company by offering to 

make him drinks and dinner in exchange for merely accompanying her to a movie (Vertigo); 

conversely, Madeleine, as a romantic image, can passively await Scottie taking action to provide 

for her in every way possible. 

Overcome with frustration concerning Scottie's treatment of her in light of his 

burgeoning romance with Madeleine, Midge offers a sarcastic critique of the situation by 

painting herself as Carlotta Valdes (Vertigo). The humorous painting forces Scottie to confront 
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the romantic fantasy he is living out with Madeleine, despite him not wanting to admit to the 

irrationality of his actions. Furious that Midge would make light of both his romance and the 

possible threat posed by Carlotta, Scottie storms from Midge's apartment (Vertigo). Overcome 

with a wave of guilt, Midge grabs her hair and throws her paint brush against the window 

(Vertigo). Midge's outburst is the first time she shows considerable emotion in the film, and it is 

ironic that she is guilty despite Scottie being in love with another woman. In this way, Midge 

displays her powerful feelings for Scottie because she feels horrible that she has upset him, even 

though she displays disapproval, and most likely, jealously, towards his romantic pursuit of 

Madeleine. 

Love At First Sight 

Having introduced Midge as the purely platonic female companion, Hitchcock next turns 

the camera's attention upon Madeleine Elster, the true embodiment of the idealized female 

image, who will spur Scottie onto a romantic pursuit. Wholly absorbed in her ornamentations of 

romance, Scottie will be engrossed in his quest for Madeleine and will not be capable of 

realizing the hollow source of his feelings until the situation spirals out of control. Until he first 

comes in contact with Madeleine, Scottie is noticeably an unromantic character, with his closest 

relationship being with the previously discussed Midge. According to Glen O. Gabbard, M.D., 

"Scottie is portrayed as a man who has not been able to find the woman of his dreams and 

therefore wanders the streets of San Francisco as a kind oflost soul" (Gabbard 162). Of course, 

Scottie's first encounter with Madeleine will be enough to pull him from his wanderings and 

direct his "lost soul" on a quest to win over his love. 

Hitchcock initiates Scottie's romantic pursuit in Ernie's Restaurant, when the former 

police officer is still debating whether or not to accept Gavin Elster's offer. However, all of 

Scottie's uncertainties vanish once he sees Madeleine, an idealized figure embodying every 

possible trapping of romance. The scene opens with the camera focusing on Scottie and then 

mirroring his gaze across the crowded room to rest on Madeleine (Vertigo). The romantic string 

music slowly creeps in, growing when the camera rests on Madeleine in the center of the shot 

(Vertigo). Importantly, Madeleine appears in a mysterious, yet romantic pose, with her face not 

visible to the camera (Vertigo); nonetheless, the view of Madeleine is clearly inviting to the 

viewer because she is draped in a brilliant green garment, her back is noticeably bare, and her 

black-gloved hand is grazing her chin in a casually suggestive way (Vertigo). Additionally, 
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Madeleine seems neither aloof, nor disinterested, but rather, wholly absorbed in conversation 

with her husband, Gavin (Vertigo). Interestingly, Madeleine appears as the only blonde woman 

in the crowded restaurant (Vertigo), which ties to the romantic notion of her as an ideal or special 

beauty. 

As the Elsters conclude their dinner and make their way past the bar area, the romantic 

music swells, in anticipation of Madeleine drawing closer to an entranced Scottie. In fact, the 

music reaches a peak just at the moment when the two almost meet gazes, although Madeleine 

fails to lock eyes with the transfixed Scottie (Vertigo). At this point, Madeleine is bathed in a soft 

light, which is all the more noticeable against the background of the dimly-lit restaurant 

(Vertigo); additionally, as she passes by Scottie, Madeleine is shown in a full-body shot, right in 

the center of the frame (Vertigo). Hitchcock uses such features of the scene to create a strong 

sense of romance, in which Madeleine is a special object, clearly separated from her 

surroundings by emblemizing a romantic ideal. Importantly, this scene also manages to merge 

Scottie's and the audience's visions by having the camera zoom almost uncomfortably close to 

Madeleine's profile (Vertigo). This shot allows the viewer to be aggressively confronted with 

this image of beauty; furthermore, the supporting elements of the scene, the swelling of the 

romantic music and the bright lighting, all indicate that this image of beauty is something to be 

coveted and pursued at any cost. Like Scottie, the audience too is swept-up in a romantic fantasy, 

in pursuit of the beautiful, unique figure that is Madeleine. 

A Damsel Pursued 

Although Hitchcock does not make the audience privy to Scottie's acceptance of Gavin's 

case, the following scenes of the protagonist tracking Madeleine through the San Francisco area 

indicate that he is now fully absorbed in the romantic pursuit of the woman. Important too is that 

Scottie's and the audience's intentions seem to have merged: to do whatever it takes to not lose 

sight of the perfect Madeleine. According to Modleski, "Scottie becomes progressively absorbed 

in Madeleine's situation, and we as spectators are made to share in his absorption, as the camera 

continuously draws us into a closer and closer identification with the woman and her story" 

(Modleski 95). This merging of the gaze is no more apparent than when Scottie drives after 

Madeleine and the shots through the windshield mirror the protagonist's field of vision (Vertigo). 

Nonetheless, the frequent camera cuts to Scottie driving maintain separation between his and the 

audience's gazes (Vertigo). Additionally, Hitchcock's subsequent close-up shots of Madeleine, 
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as the beautiful female makes her way throughout the city, do an even more effective job of 

bringing both Scottie and the audience closer to her, while simultaneously only heightening the 

romance of the pursuit. 

In no scene is this "closer identification" more apparent than when Scottie follows 

Madeleine down a dark alley, and he opens the door of a closet, revealing a shot of Madeleine in 

the flower shop (Vertigo). As in the restaurant scene, the camera initially views Madeleine from 

behind, with the same romantic music slowly trickling in and the bright light surrounding her in 

the frame (Vertigo); this time, the image of Madeleine is made all the more striking by her 

standing amongst a collection of colorful flowers (Vertigo). Modleski explains, "the mise-en

scene at once conveys the woman's ideality and links her to death, the flowers adding a distinctly 

funereal touch" (Modleski 93); thus, once again, Madeleine is presented as an ideal, utterly 

feminine figure, and yet, the allusions to death are unsettling to the viewer. 

At this point, as was the case in the restaurant, an aware Madeleine moves towards 

Scottie, with the romantic music swelling in anticipation of the two meeting (Vertigo). However, 

once again, the promise of their joined gazes is not fulfilled because the image the audience sees 

of Madeleine's approach in reality, is only her reflection in a mirror against the wall (Vertigo). 

Although Madeleine does not appear to notice him, Scottie is clearly visible to the audience, 

gazing through the ajar door (Vertigo). This scene once again identifies Madeleine as a romantic 

ideal because she almost seems to be gliding as she delicately walks towards the mirror 

(Vertigo). Scottie, whose unblinking eyes are held wide open in amazement (Vertigo), is 

obviously enamored with encountering such a female fantasy. When Scottie later follows 

Madeleine to the cemetery outside of San Juan Batista Mission, he views her similarly romantic 

stance: she is a beautiful figure, bathed in soft light and surrounded by flowers (Vertigo). 

However, this cemetery scene is far more strange than the previous visions of Madeleine because 

the lighting is both bright (obviously the scene takes place outside on a sunny day) but also 

blurry along the borders of the shot (Vertigo). Thus, this distorted view allows the viewer to feel 

as if he or she is walking through a dream or a heavenly, unrealistic landscape. Interestingly, the 

distorted, softened images of the cemetery contrast with the manipulated images of Scottie's 

vertigo, which have sharp, linear distortions. Furthermore, entranced by Madeleine's image, 

Scottie appears unaware of the fantastic qualities of what he is seeing; although he is fully aware 
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when his vision is distorted by his vertigo, in this case, Scottie does not recognize the unrealistic 

features of the romantic image of Madeleine. 

It is here in the cemetery that Scottie seems to be further pushed into rescuing Madeleine 

from the unseen threat that so greatly concerns Gavin. As if to identify Carlotta Valdes as the 

threat, the ominous sound of tolling bells occurs right when Scottie sees the deceased woman's 

gravestone, which Madeleine had stood before, lost in a trance (Vertigo). According to Emanuel 

Berman, "Madeleine is Beauty, captivated and endangered by an obscure, unseen 

Dragon .. . Scottie is willing to fight it: he assumes the role of the Knight ... naturally, the Knight 

falls in love with the Beauty; the helpless object of rescue and the romantic object of desire 

merge" (Berman 976). In other words, now, not only is Scottie clearly enamored with the 

romantic vision of Madeleine, but he also feels that he can assume the responsibility of rescuing 

her; in fact, by rescuing her from the "Dragon", Scottie as the "Knight" will win the reciprocal 

affections of Madeleine, the "Beauty". 

Hitchcock repeats the pattern of romantic shots for the remaining sequence depicting 

Scottie tracking Madeleine throughout San Francisco. As expected, when Scottie follows 

Madeleine to the Legion Museum, he watches her from the shadows, gazing upon her distant 

image bathed in light (Vertigo). By this point, the audience has to question whether or not 

Madeleine seems to self-generate her own source of light because she is constantly highlighted 

against dimmer backgrounds, even indoors; of course, such lighting only enhances her romantic 

image and sense of uniqueness. The constant lighting also introduces Madeleine as a ghostly 

figure, since these spirits too illuminate themselves, which takes on additional meaning with 

Judy's subsequent transformation. Importantly, in this scene, Hitchcock also utilizes a parallel 

gaze, which effectively draws Madeleine closer to the possible haunting spirit, Carlotta Valdes. 

In this way, the camera focuses on the delicate bouquet of flowers sitting beside a seated 

Madeleine, and next cuts to a shot of a very similar arrangement clutched by Carlotta in the 

portrait (Vertigo). This filming pattern is subsequently replicated for the spiral-knot hairstyles 

both Madeleine and the painted Carlotta display (Vertigo). This pattern of mirroring shots does 

more than "trace Scottie's observations [because] in their closeness and intensity they actually 

participate in desire" (Modleski 95). In other words, just as with the romantic shots of a lit 

Madeleine against darker surroundings, these repetitive shots allow the viewer too to become 

absorbed in Scottie's passionate pursuit of Madeleine. These close-up camera shots, encourage 
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the viewer, who is aware of the obsessive nature of the situation, to accept his or her 

participation in the pursuit of Madeleine, and to even encourage it. Additionally, this scene once 

again employs a gradual increase in accompanying romantic music, which swells to the greatest 

point when Madeleine and Scottie almost interact (Vertigo). However, this time Scottie, who is 

standing right beside Madeleine, interrupts the pair's anticipated meeting, when he stares at 

Carlotta and exits the museum (Vertigo). Scottie's exit can be understood as the first of many 

instances when the male protagonist seems powerless to break the spell of his romantic fantasy; 

in other words, Scottie does not want to interact with Madeleine for the fear that it would disturb 

his supposedly ideal view of her. Interestingly, Modleski interprets this scene as evidence of 

Scottie's impending competition with Carlotta for Madeleine's affections: "as a result of the 

threat posed by the figure of the woman before the portrait, Scottie is driven to break the spell 

she exerts by competing with Carlotta for possession of Madeleine" (Modleski 95). Thus, 

Modleski infers that Scottie's staring at Carlotta's portrait illustrates that he understands the 

ancestor to be the unseen "Dragon" who is possessing his "Beauty;" accepting Modleski's line of 

thinking then, Scottie leaving the museum may not be a reflection of his weakness, but rather, 

show that he has been motivated to act like never before. Of course, this conclusion of Scottie 

taking action against Carlotta does make sense in light of him subsequently seeking advice on 

historic San Francisco (Vertigo). 

Having highlighted the increasing passion of Scottie's pursuit of Madeleine, it is then 

appropriate that Hitchcock treats the pair's eventual meeting in the same romantic terms. In fact, 

the very image of Scottie triumphantly lifting Madeleine's body from the bay is awe-inspiring, 

an image oftwo struggling characters against a majestic background of clouds and the Golden 

Gate Bridge (Vertigo). Thus, Scottie's rescue of Madeleine lives up to all of the expectations of 

the pair's eventual meeting because it presents a highly romanticized image, complete with a 

soaring musical score (Vertigo). This scene also resembles what one would imagine from any 

heroic tale of romantic conquest, in which the "Knight" uses his physical strength to rescue his 

beloved from near death. However, although the rescue scene itself appears heroic and romantic, 

the subsequent events in Scottie's apartment are far more unsettling. The scene in Scottie's 

apartment opens with a shot of Madeleine's wet clothes hanging over the stove, while the woman 

herself is sleeping, presumably naked, in Scottie's bed (Vertigo). The viewer can not help but 

infer that Scottie himself undressed Madeleine and placed her in his bed; of course, aware of 
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Scottie's obsession with, and passion for, the woman, such actions make him seem almost 

predatory towards Madeleine. The viewer suffers from the same unease when Madeleine, 

wrapped in nothing more than a robe, emerges from Scottie's bedroom, eliciting a faint smirk 

from the male protagonist (Vertigo). Scottie's facial reaction reveals his obvious pleasure with 

the situation: what better a scenario could he have envisioned than his love, barely clothed, in his 

apartment? Furthermore, Scottie's desire to use the situation in order to win her affections are 

made all the more apparent when he offers her a seat near the fire, pillows to make her more 

comfortable, and coffee (Vertigo). Yet, Madeleine does not enthusiastically respond to such 

offers and instead still seems lost in her trance (Vertigo); of course, such an aloof, subdued 

personality only conforms with the idea of the romantic female fantasy, and encourages Scottie's 

adoration all the more. When Madeleine does finally converse with Scottie, the pair's discussion 

of names once again only conjures romantic images: Madeleine comments that Scottie's entire 

name, "John Ferguson" is "a strong name" (Vertigo). Madeleine's statement obviously links to 

the heroic fantasy of a strong male coming to the rescue of a damsel in distress, which is what 

Scottie is hoping to achieve. Importantly, Madeleine's use of "John Ferguson" is notably 

different from the monikers his police colleagues and Midge address him by ("Scottie" and 

"Johnnie", respectively). Thus, when he is with Madeleine, Scottie can somehow assume a new 

identity and adopt a completely new role; with Madeleine, Scottie can attempt to be the "knight" 

with a strong grip on a greater sense of authority, which he lacked in both his professional life 

and in his relationship with Midge. 

As previously discussed, Scottie's perceived level of authority has strong bearing on the 

status of his relationships. In his purely platonic friendship with Midge, Scottie does not possess 

a greater sense of authority than his counterpart, but such equality is not the case in a romantic 

relationship. The perceived disparity in authority is fully displayed when Scottie and Madeleine 

share their first kiss on the shore of the bay. With the familiar music swelling in the background, 

a weak Madeleine actively seeks out Scottie's passionate embrace (Vertigo). Whereas in his 

embrace with Midge, Scottie was the child clutching at the mother, in this scenario, he feels in 

control, literally supporting his loved one. The romance of this scene is almost comically 

exaggerated, with the deafening musical score and the angry waves crashing against nearby 

jagged rocks just at the moment the two lovers kiss (Vertigo). This is reality becoming fantasy. 

Additionally, Scottie's own comments reflect his perceived authority because he recounts, "you 
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know, the Chinese say that once you've saved a person's life, you're responsible for it forever" 

(Vertigo); unaware of Gavin's plot, Scottie believes that he acted on his own ingenuity and 

courage by saving Madeleine from the bay and now, she is indebted to his greater authority. 

Following the kiss, Scottie similarly asserts authority when a distressed Madeleine returns to his 

apartment, in turmoil over her recent nightmare concerning her death; Scottie offers her brandy 

and says that "it will be just like medicine" (Vertigo). Scottie's statement clearly reveals his 

perceived authority over the situation, in which is now caring for Madeleine like a parental 

figure. While Scottie is a child in his relationship with Midge (with Midge often shifting into the 

maternal role), in his romantic relationship, he believes that he alone is the parent/authority 

figure. Scottie even seems so assured of his authority that he repeats this medicine line later with 

Judy, when she is upset that he wants to dress her in Madeleine's fashions (Vertigo). However, 

the viewer attains some sense of uneasiness from both of these instances because, of course, 

alcohol is not medicine at all and seems like an uninformed method of treating a far more serious 

problem. Additionally, the idea of Scottie as a father figure is particularly unsettling within a 

romantic relationship because it alludes to incest and overbearing, rather than true love. Thus, 

Scottie's attempts to assert authority in the relationship are a clear sign of the flaws of the 

arrangement because he appears to want to possess or dominate Madeleine like an object, rather 

than engage in a reciprocal relationship of emotions with her. 

(K)nightmares 

Hoping to rescue his love from Carlotta's grasp, and thus, be the hero of his romantic 

tale, Scottie brings Madeleine to the San Juan Batista Mission. At this point, Scottie perceives 

that he has complete authority over the situation and that he alone has the power to rescue his 

"Beauty" from the "Dragon." According to Gabbard: 

One of the most compelling aspects of Vertigo is that the Scottie character is obsessed, 

not with a person, but with a fantasy generated within himself and then projected onto the 

Kim Novak character. Just underneath the surface of this idealized fantasy, however, is a 

modicum of contempt. She is an object completely under his control, with no will of her 

own, a weak and dependent person who needs him to rescue her from death. In watching 

the film I was reminded of Torok's (1970) commentary on the Adam and Eve myth. Eve 

is created out of Adam's rib, so in essence women can be viewed as the disavowed and 

devalued aspects of men, such as weakness and dependency. (165) 
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Therefore, Gabbard explains that Scottie's perceived sense of authority directly stems from 

viewing Madeleine as a helpless "weak and dependent person," who requires him for her very 

survival. In this way, Scottie is able to project his own feelings of weakness, i.e. his vertigo and 

resignation from the police force, onto her; in other words, by perceiving Madeleine as the 

embodiment of that which is weak, and by saving her, Scottie may save himself. By defeating 

Madeleine's illness, he may cure his own. In the words of Modleski, "it is crucial for Scottie that 

he convince Madeleine of her sanity so that he can be assured of his own, and thus, it is 

imperative that he make her recognize him, force her to turn her inward gaze way from the 

'mother' and to acknowledge his presence and supremacy" (Modleski 96). Thus, as explained, 

Scottie must emerge as the hero of the romantic tale, the "Knight", who is able to use his 

authority to wholly possess the damsel and cast aside the draw of the "Dragon," in this case, 

Carlotta (the mother figure). 

Now, fully aware of his role in saving Madeleine, Scottie almost pleads with her, "it's all 

real, not just how you imagined it" (Vertigo); all the while, Scottie is grasping Madeleine's arm, 

which is one of few moments of physical contact between the two (Vertigo). In this passionate 

exchange, Scottie seems to be trying to convince not only her, but more importantly, himself, 

that the situation is real; Scottie needs to convince himself that he has acquired his fantasy 

romantic image in his reality. Importantly, Madeleine does not return the physical contact, which 

is an excepted gesture of passion; instead, Madeleine clutches her suit jacket, while lost in a 

trance (Vertigo). Madeleine seems to be resisting fully giving in to Scottie's authority, which the 

viewer will later come to understand results from her participation in Gavin Elster's plot. Scottie, 

however, does not understand such visual cues from his love, and he instead infers that he alone 

possesses her, by insisting, "I've got you now'" (Vertigo). Unable to properly interpret that 

which he sees, Scottie's statements reveal that his perception of possession of Madeleine is 

enough to make it so; Scottie is constructing his own role in his romantic fantasy. However, the 

horror of the situation is that Scottie is the very one that is possessed, by Gavin and the fake 

Madeleine, and he, in fact, lacks any authority. Once Gavin's murder plot comes to light, the 

viewer may understand that the reality of characters as powerless pawns is a common thread 

throughout the film: Madeleine controlled by Gavin, Scottie controlled by Gavin and Madeleine, 

and the audience controlled by Hitchcock himself. 
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Of course, Madeleine's suicide cements Scottie's lack of possession of her and control 

over the situation, which is a reality he can not bear to confront. Instead of going to her body on 

the mission's rooftop, Scottie leaves the scene of the crime, in an act the judge labels as a result 

of "his weakness" (Vertigo). Scottie's fleeing from the scene can be interpreted as a reflection of 

his inability to confront the course of events once they have shifted from his expected romantic 

tale of conquest. Up to this point, all the events of the affair had unfolded as would be expected: 

from gazing upon the "Beauty" from afar, rescuing the damsel in distress from the bay, and 

having the grateful damsel fall in love with the hero. However, Madeleine's death is obviously 

unexpected and breaks the fantasy of Scottie's romantic escapades. The irony of the situation, is 

that if Scottie had seen the body on the rooftop, he would have realized it was Gavin's real wife; 

with the knowledge of this truth, Scottie may then have been able to remove himself from his 

manipulation by Gavin Elster. Instead, without such knowledge, Scottie is still trapped, lost in 

his pursuit to recapture the romantic dream of conquest, which slowly decays into a nightmare. 

Berman explains that "at this horrifying moment ... we painfully come to realize that our Knight 

is as helpless, lonely, and as desperate as his Beauty" (Berman 980). Thus, at this point, Scottie's 

perception of authority crumbles because he realizes that his weakness led to the downfall of 

both his love and himself; as the hero of the tale, Scottie failed to rescue his beloved, and now 

there is no one left in the story to pull him back from his own abyss. 

The Nightmare of Reality 

In light of Scottie's initial reaction to Madeleine's suicide, his subsequent nightmare can 

be interpreted as his struggle with the imperfect ending of his romantic conquest. Within his 

nightmare, all of the ornamentations of the romantic pursuit are on display, but in distorted 

forms: there appears a bouquet of flowers ofumealistic colors and a brightly-lit image of a 

beautiful woman (although it is Carlotta instead of Madeleine) staring longingly towards Scottie 

while in the arms of another man, Gavin Elster (Vertigo). The evidence of Scottie's romance is 

apparent in the dream - the ornamentations of light and body gestures that first spurred his 

passion for Madeleine - and yet, the entire scenario is decidedly umealistic, with features that 

one could only find within a dream; of course, the irony is that the ornamentations Scottie has 

previously perceived to be real in his relationship with Madeleine were actually developed by 

Gavin Elster and were no more truthful than the images of his dream. The tragedy of Scottie's 

dream is that he is unable to recognize that the distortion of ornamentations he now views have 
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appeared before him all along as Gavin's mere manipulations. Following this series of romantic 

images, Scottie envisions himself falling towards the roof where Madeleine died, while the 

background of the scene suddenly switches from bright colors to white (Vertigo). As previously 

discussed, Madeleine's death should have been a moment of clarity and discovery for Scottie 

because, if he possessed the courage to confront the unexpected ending to his romantic pursuit, 

he would have seen that the deceased woman was in fact Gavin's real wife. Instead, as was the 

case in reality, the plot of Scottie's dream unfolds without this moment of clarity because he 

awakes from the nightmare (Vertigo). Ironically, Scottie perceives that he has awakened from the 

nightmare to return to reality, but the viewer will later understand that the protagonist is only 

shifting into a nightmare of reality, in which he is still possessed by a false image of Madeleine; 

unaware of Gavin's manipulative scheme, Scottie is trapped within a very real nightmare from 

which he cannot escape or awake. 

Tania Modleski offers an analysis of Scottie's dream that deals far more with his issues 

of gender identity. According to Modleski, in Scottie's dream, which so strongly mirrors 

Madeleine's previous hallucinations, "he dies Madeleine's death" (Modleski 96); thus, the false 

romantic female image projected by Madeleine has completely absorbed Scottie, causing the 

male protagonist to suffer the very same fate as the woman he sought to save. Modleski 

describes that when "[Scottie's] attempts at a cure [have] failed, he himself is plunged into the 

"feminine" world of the dream" (Modleski 96); furthermore, the off-putting, "phony" quality of 

the dream "suggests the failure of the 'real' that we have seen to be at stake from Scottie's 

confrontation with Woman" (Modleski 96). In other words, Scottie is now wholly absorbed in 

the romantic fantasy that framed his pursuit of Madeleine; in the dream, Scottie appears shocked 

by being confronted with this fantasy, and yet, he is still unable to recognize the distortions of 

fantasy within his real life. However, it is important to note that Modleski too asserts that Scottie 

has filled Madeleine's role as the figure that could not be rescued and is trapped as a victim. 

Thus, Modleski argues that the dream demonstrates Scottie's frustration with Madeleine's death, 

which "deals a mortal blow to his masculine identity" because he perceives that the woman he 

tried to cure died in spite of his help (Modleski 96). 

Love Sick 

Defeated in his pursuit of Madeleine, yet, still unable to abandon his romantic agenda, 

Scottie is plunged into a deep state of depression; even the very real compassion of Midge, 
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which is not some fleeting consequence of romance, is not capable of pulling Scottie from this 

emotional abyss. When visiting a depressed Scottie in the hospital, Midge pleads that he "try, 

try" to break free from his melancholia (Vertigo). Interestingly, Midge's passionate appeal 

strongly echoes Scottie's own words to Madeleine at San Juan Batista Mission when he 

attempted to convince her of her sanity (Vertigo). Thus, as was discussed with the nightmare, 

Scottie has replaced Madeleine in the role as the victim: the figure trapped within a spell, who is 

too weak to escape on his own. However, although Scottie's pleadings with Madeleine were only 

made in an attempt for her to fulfill her role in his tale of romantic conquest (in that Scottie, as 

the hero, would have saved his beloved), Midge's statements are meant to save the friend she 

truly cares about. Midge does not have a romantic agenda for Scottie because she is fully aware 

of their platonic relationship, but she so deeply understands and cares for him that she wants him 

to be cured for only the benefit of his own well-being. In fact, as seen in the scene in Midge's 

apartment, here too the woman comes to take on a nurturing, maternal role when she comments, 

"it will be all right, mother is here" (Vertigo). Thus, once again, in his relationship with Midge, 

Scottie is relegated to the role of the child; obviously, such a position does not offer an 

possibility of romance for the two and Scottie may feel that his authority has been compromised 

(since his romance with Madeleine shows his desire for greater control), and yet, the scenario is 

also comforting because Midge does express true concern for her "child." Midge wants to nurse 

Scottie back to health, not to fulfill her own romantic desire, but for genuine love. Of course, 

Midge whole-heartedly understands Scottie's fixation with the romantic image of Madeleine, 

asking, "you don't even know I'm here, do you? But I'm here." (Vertigo). Midge has been a 

partner to Scottie for many years, albeit an unromantic one, but she truly desires to take care of 

him. Instead of appreciating the genuine support of Midge, Scottie followed the emotional, 

hollow path of quick-burning passion that ending up having no substance. Yet, Midge's love for 

Scottie seems unflagging because she does not blame her friend for his present state, and she is 

even able to recognize his melancholia resulting from his continued feelings for Madeleine. It is 

as if Midge alone is able to recognize Scottie's love for another woman because she herself 

possesses those same, unrequited, feelings for him. 

Running Down a Dream 

Unable to accept the disappointing conclusion in his romantic quest, Scottie scours San 

Francisco, lost in a daze of recovering his previous love and perceived authority over his life. 
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While re-visiting the Elster's apartment building, Scottie sees Madeleine's green car parked in 

front (Vertigo); as Scottie approaches the vehicle, a "one way" street sign is directly in the 

middle of the shot (Vertigo). The sign is visible in the scene for a significant amount of time, and 

it is present in each cut to Scottie (Vertigo). The message of "one way" indicates that Scottie 

only possesses one method of removing himself from his current situation: he must somehow 

turn the gaze upon himself in order to see that all along, he was the character that was being 

pursued and controlled. Additionally, this turning of the gaze inwards may only be accomplished 

in one direction, that is, retracing his steps in order to finally understand the manipulation of that 

which he previously viewed. Thus, Scottie also retraces his past actions at Ernie's Restaurant, the 

Legion Museum, and the flower shop (Vertigo). Although Scottie believes he is reenacting his 

steps, in reality, he is only reencountering the ornamentations of romance; in other words, 

Scottie, still lost in a romantic fantasy, is unable to properly perceive these locations as being 

used to manipulate him. Hitchcock's inclusion of a jarring, not romantic, background score 

accompanying Scottie's actions certainly illustrates that such locations were only props that were 

manipulated to be romantic, and yet, the male protagonist remains unaware of his role in the 

masquerade. 

According to Modleski, in first introducing Judy, Hitchcock similarly distorts accepted 

conventions of the film, this time in the form of camera shots, in order to indicate that Scottie 

and the viewer are still interpreting the world through a fantasy framework; however, the 

surviving romantic fantasy is a pale imitation of the one that first motivated Scottie to pursue 

Madeleine. When Judy is seen walking down the street, as a "brunette dressed in a cheap green 

tight-fitting dress and wearing gaudy makeup ... the romantic music once again is heard" and "the 

camera lingers on her profile" (Modleski 97); however, although superficially connected to the 

previous scenes of Madeleine in the restaurant and in the alley (Vertigo), this scene doesn't 

properly convey a romantic tone. Modleski explains that the audience's uneasiness comes both 

from "all the previous faulty point of view shots" and that Judy looks "wrong ... a disappointing 

counterfeit ofthe beautiful Madeleine" (Modleski 97). Thus, the appearance of Judy does ignite 

familiarity in both Scottie and the viewer, who recognize Madeleine's features, and yet, the 

overwhelming sense of romance, complete with bright lighting and sweeping music, does not 

take hold. In fact, Judy's unsettling introductio~ serves as the first sign to both Scottie and the 
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viewer that the previously experienced romantic fantasy with Madeleine was ephemeral and 

based on nothing more than props of love. 

Nonetheless, importantly, the audience does not only feel uneasiness towards Judy, but 

actually sympathizes with her once the knowledge of her back-story of being a tool in "Gavin 

Elster's nefarious plot to murder his wife" is brought to light (Modleski 97); Hitchcock even 

includes a scene in her hotel room to "emphasize this shift in interest" (Modleski 97). Modleski 

dcscribes the scene as follows: 

[The] beginning shows her in profile, the camera tracking forward in one shot which 

resembles the subjective shots of Madeleine that predominated in the first part of the 

film ... by the end of the scene, however, Hitchcock has changed camera positions and 

placed the camera in front of her while Scottie remains to one side, so that we are made 

to see a part of her that he in his obsession cannot see. (97) 

Thus, as with the first shot of Judy walking down the street, the viewer is made to feel some 

sense of attachment or feeling towards this pawn, who was caught in a man's plot; furthermore, 

the distinctive camera angles once again unite Scottie's and the viewer's gazes, both motivated 

by desire for the woman. However, when the camera position is altered, the audience is only left 

with the realization that Judy has not had pure intentions all along, that she is not Madeleine, and 

that, in the end, Scottie's obsession is only based on a false female image. 

Murder, She Wrote 

Hitchcock finally destroys any remaining fragments of Scottie and Madeleine's romance 

with the presentation of Judy's letter; this composition both confirms Judy's nefarious intentions, 

as part of Gavin Elster's plot, while also highlighting her lack of authority just like Scottie. 

Interestingly, the oral narration of Judy's letter is the only time the film is shown through a 

female's point of view; the rest of the film possesses a very voyeuristic feel, in that the woman 

(the object of desire), either Madeleine or Judy, is being viewed by a third party, either Scottie or 

Gavin Elster. In this way, the gaze upon the woman propels the plot of the film, as the males are 

motivated to take action in response to the desire for the romantic female image. However, 

Judy's letter is the first feature of the film to offer both a female's perspective and a moment of 

clarity, in which any remaining fragments of the romantic fantasy of Madeleine are destroyed. 

The letter is told aloud in Judy's voice, allowing the female narrative to finally surface in order 

to reveal the true victims of the story; interestingly, the female, who is constantly being pursued 
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and objectified, is the only figure able to identify the great victim of the story, Scottie. Of course, 

the letter also highlights Judy's own victimization because she was merely a tool in Gavin's 

murder plot, and her actual feelings for Scottie were never taken into consideration. Importantly, 

while Judy composes the letter in her hotel room, the ornaments of romance she used to 

manipulate Scottie surround her: her closet of figure-hugging clothes and her collection of 

makeup and perfumes (Vertigo). It is as if this woman is only able to reveal the truth, and thus, 

place the story firmly in reality, when she is figuratively naked, and free of all the elements of 

her romantic masquerade. Additionally, the true horror of this narration is that it reveals that 

Scottie failed to rescue two damsels in distress: Madeleine and Judy. Although Scottie only 

perceives his failure of not rescuing Madeleine from Carlotta's spell, he also failed to save Judy, 

who has been trapped under Gavin's control. Thus, according to Emanuel Berman, "the 

flashback scene clarifies reality, but also re-establishes the rescue myth by personalizing the 

Dragon. It was Gavin Elster; now we realize how naive was Scottie's romanticized view of the 

situation and of his role" (Berman 980). Therefore, now Gavin, instead of Carlotta Valdes is 

revealed as the true villain of the story. In fact, Gavin provides a much more significant threat 

than the fantasy of evil Carlotta because his authority seems so far reaching; rather than just 

possess one weak woman, Gavin has successfully manipulated a man. As previously discussed, 

women are constantly being objectified and recognized as weak objects, but for a man to be 

moved as a pawn is a far more surprising turn of events. Ironically, Gavin was able to pull off a 

plot of manipulation that is more suited for fantasy, with his use of role-playing and romance, 

and yet, Scottie fell for such traps in reality. 

Nonetheless, Judy's voice of confession remains unheard, as she tears up her letter 

(Vertigo). Judy's actions are particularly painful for the viewer because he or she is now fully 

aware of the woman's strong feelings of love for Scottie, which could only wholly be exposed 

under complete honest conditions. Berman contends that such a response on the part of the 

viewer reflects a growing feeling of camaraderie with the characters because "we ourselves 

[identify] with both Scottie and Judy ... having no longer a Knight to rely on, we ourselves 

become the fantasized Knight, wishing to rescue both our vulnerable protagonists from the 

emotional aftermath of Elster' s vicious scheme" (Berman 982). In other words, since Gavin's 

"scheme" is revealed only to the audience, the viewer is well aware of the tragic predicaments of 

both Scottie and Judy; both characters are lost in a messy web of manipulations, which prevents 
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either from being completely honest with each other. Thus, the viewer somehow wishes to 

assume the "Knight" role and reveal all the truths of the situation to both characters, in that they 

may each expose their love for one another. Of course, then the presentation and destruction of 

Judy's letter is a brilliant element on Hitchcock's part, which further increases the audience's 

participation with, and emotional draw towards, the film, while making the characters all the 

more vulnerable. 

Back From the Dead 

Hoping to fulfill his ever-strong feelings of love for the decease Madeleine, Scottie 

aggressively acts to makeover Judy in his love's image. Again, Scottie searches for comfort in 

that which he sees: the ornamentations of his romantic fantasy with Madeleine. Scottie's re

descent into the madness of his romantic fantasy is no more apparent than when he and Judy go 

to a department store in order to purchase a grey suit similar to Madeleine's (Vertigo). Surprised 

that Scottie has not appreciated any of the suits on display, the anxious saleswoman remarks that 

he "seems to know what he wants" (Vertigo). However, the irony of her statement is that what 

Scottie wants, to recreate the visions of ' his romantic fantasy, are hollow expectations. Now that 

the viewer is aware of Gavin's plot, he or she sees the selfish nature of Scottie's acts because he 

is merely replicating his image of Madeleine through Judy, with no regard for what his new love 

desires. Thus, Scottie is once again blatantly objectifying his love by continuously highlighting 

his supreme authority in the relationship; just as Madeleine belonged to him, so too does Judy, 

who appears too weak and threatened to fight Scottie's demands. Scottie is trapped in a fantasy 

of his past; believing that he will not be able to recapture such a tale of romantic passion with 

another woman (who would inherently not display the unique, ideal image of Madeleine), Scottie 

is content to desire a ghost. 

It is then appropriate that Scottie attains his ghost-like figure when Judy's metamorphosis 

is complete. In fact, the revealing of Judy plays very much like a romantic dream, perhaps 

comically too much so, with the background music swelling to almost unbearable limits just as 

the woman emerges from the bathroom (Vertigo). Now, a true replica of Madeleine, Judy's 

noticeably opaque appearance (Vertigo) highlights the absurdity of the scene. Accordingly, 

Berman argues that it is "a breathtaking moment of romantic fantasy fulfillment ... [yet the] brittle 

fictitiousness of this moment makes it uncanny, scary, and ominous" (Berman 982). The viewer, 

equipped with the true knowledge of the situation, can accurately understand the vision; although 
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Judy looks exactly like Madeleine, she cannot be Madeleine. Of course, even when Judy was 

substituting for the still-alive Madeleine, she was never really the woman, but was only 

responding to the image Gavin had for his wife. Now, the image Scottie sees - one that he is 

clearly passionate for - is wholly false; the romantic image of Madeleine is one created only 

from Gavin's manipulations. The viewer cannot help but be disturbed by the realization that 

Scottie is absorbed with Gavin's personal perception of his own wife. 

No matter how unsettling Madeleine's reappearance is to the viewer, Scottie seems to 

feel that this ghost fulfills his romantic desires. Judy and Scottie "embrace in a famous shot in 

which the camera-circles around the couple who, in turn, are placed on an (unseen) revolving 

pedestal [as] romantic music swells and the background, Judy's hotel room, metamorphoses 

almost imperceptibly into the livery stable of San Juan Bautista" (Modleski 27). Thus, once 

again, the viewer is faced with the conflict of the situation, in which Scottie remains obsessed 

with an image that was never really reality; in fact, even though Scottie remains unaware of 

Judy's previous role-playing, he seems aware of the falsity of this reincarnation of his 

presumably deceased love. Perceiving Judy as a new companion, even Scottie himself must be 

aware of his weakness in accepting the comfort of a literal fantasy (since he knows Judy is not 

Madeleine), rather than abandon his romantic fairy tale. Furthermore, his returning to the place 

where he "had attempted to cure Madeleine's hallucination by restoring her to the real now 

returns to signal the triumph of Scottie's hallucination over the real" (Modleski 97); Scottie is 

once again allowing himself to be absorbed by his self-generated romantic fantasy. Just as 

Scottie's dream was the fulfillment of Madeleine's false hallucination, so too is the return to San 

Juan Bautista the triumph of Scottie's false perception and possession of Madeleine over the 

reality of Judy and Gavin Elster's plot. 

The Truth Hurts 

Now totally reabsorbed in his romantic fantasy, Scottie will only be exposed to the truth 

of his situation once he properly understands that which he sees. Interestingly, Scottie's fantasy 

is ultimately destroyed from within: by the appearance of Carlotta Valdes' necklace (Vertigo). 

Interestingly, this necklace previously appeared as an emblem of romantic love because it 

adorned the neck of the woman who Scottie believed was harming his "Beauty"; now, the object 

shatters all remaining allusions of romance. Ironically, Scottie's horror results from the 

knowledge that the woman impersonating Madeleine actually is her, in that she is the same 
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woman of his romance. Rather than be overjoyed by his love seemingly rising from the dead, 

Scottie is floored by the reality of his situation: he has been in love with an imposter this whole 

time. Furthermore, Scottie's realization depends solely on his gaze, a fact that is alluded to when 

Judy asks if Scottie can see how to fasten Carlotta's necklace (Vertigo). In other words, Scottie is 

not seeing anything that differs [rom what he has seen before, especially since Judy is a complete 

replica of Madeleine, and yet, his correct perception of what he sees makes all the difference. 

Additionally, at this point, Scottie too realizes that his attempts to maintain his romantic fantasy 

have depended on his continuous actions to manipulate that which he sees and to treat people as 

objects that can distorted to satisfy his own desires. First, Scottie allowed the romantic visuals to 

heighten his desire for Madeleine and later, he attempted to replicate such visions through Judy. 

In this way, "Scottie comes to see the similarity between him and Gavin Elster, the exact parallel 

between the two stages of creating and recreating the fetishistic romantic object" (Berman 983). 

Even more worrisome for Scottie is that "in his desperate attempt to find the truth and free 

himself from a deception by a villain, he has sunk into a deceptive delusion of his own, and 

gradually turns into the villain ... The Knight has become the Dragon" (Berman 983). In other 

words, in his attempts to escape the evil fates that caused Madeleine's apparent suicide, Scottie 

has evolved into a selfish villain, solely focused on salvaging what is left of his wounded heart; 

the true evil in Scottie's new role is that he has become the manipulator and re-made Judy to 

satisfy his own "delusion." 

Despite realizing his role as the actual victim of the story, Scottie still does not 

understand that he needs to completely break free from his romantic fantasy. In fact, Scottie 

surmises that the cure for his victimization is to return to the scene of the crime, the San Juan 

Batista Mission; thus, Scottie predicts that "to be free" (Vertigo), he must re-enact the death of 

his romantic fantasy by climbing the bell-tower with Judy. Perceiving the actual truth of visions 

has not enabled Scottie to escape the tragedy of his situation because he is still attempting to 

compose his own ending to his romantic fantasy; Scottie does not yet want to abandon all hopes 

of being the hero or "Knight" of his story. Although he does not want to admit to total defeat, 

Scottie does seem greatly weakened and upset by Gavin's manipulation of him. Scottie 

comments that Gavin made Judy over just as he did, "but better ... not just the clothes and the 

hair, but the looks, the manner, and the words" (Vertigo); in other words, Scottie contends that 

Gavin, by designing an irresistible Madeleine imposter, was able to showcase his true ability to 
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understand the masquerade of the feminine romantic image. Interestingly, the irresistibleness of 

this romantic image was not purely based on appearance, but was also how the Madeleine 

imposter interacted with him, through gestures and "words." Therefore, not only is Scottie 

embarrassed by the falseness of his female conquest, but he is made all the more ashamed by his 

manipulation by another man: he was the woman in the scenario, who was quite literally directed 

by the male authority. Even more disturbing is that Scottie's realization comes at the point when 

he has made-over Judy and "had thought himself to be most in control of the woman, to have 

achieved the 'freedom' and 'power' that he has been longing for and that the film associates with 

masculinity" (Modleski 99); in other words, although he first felt betrayed by reality, in that he 

could not prevent Madeleine's death, he thought he displayed the utmost male authority and 

"freedom" by merely replicating his love through Judy. Yet, Scottie finds himself "caught up in 

repetition, like Judy IMadcleine/Carlotta, repetition ... which is linked to un freedom, masochism, 

and death" (Modleski 99). Importantly, this repetition as a pawn of male authority is uniquely the 

plight of a woman, and when Judy writes to Scottie, "You were the victim" (Vertigo), he finds 

himself in the same role as "Judy and Carlotta and the real Madeleine Elster, [who were] all 

ultimately victims in the plots of men" (Modleski 99). With the success of Gavin's plot, in that 

he was able to murder his wife, the viewer comes to understand that the man did wield the arts of 

"power" and "freedom," which he claimed to desire more than anything else (Vertigo). Although 

Scottie did not correctly recognize these threats when the pair first spoke in Gavin's office 

(Vertigo), he now realizes that an individual with a true understanding of power and freedom 

could have only executed the manipulative plot. Conversely, Scottie, who often espoused 

supreme authority over his romantic partners, was merely operating on false perceptions of his 

own skill. In fact, Scottie was the least skillful character of them all, the true victim, who was 

fooled by a cruel map of lies directed by another man. By the moment of revelation, Scottie's 

weakness is apparent because he is still unable to break free from the beautiful image represented 

through Judy, although such a vision is obviously hollow. Thus, the viewer can not help but 

continue to distrust Scottie because, ifhe understands the meaning behind Carlotta's necklace 

and the falsity of Judy's persona, why does he not leave the woman? Why can Scottie not 

preserve whatever pride he still possesses and accept the fraud, rather than voluntarily return to 

the scene of the greatest manipulation? 
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As Scottie ascends the bell-tower, he appears to engage in a personal battle with his own 

psyche. Reaching the top of the tower without suffering vertigo symptoms, Scottie appears to 

have accepted his situation: once he realizes the props of his romantic fantasy, he is "free" and 

has actual authority over his life. However, Scottie seems neither calm nor collected, as he 

angrily explains to Judy that she "shouldn't have been that sentimental," in regards to keeping 

Carlotta's necklace as a souvenir of the murder plot (Vertigo). Although speaking to Judy, 

Scottie also seems to direct this statement towards himself, in that he should not have been so 

swept up in all the props of his romance with Madeleine. Scottie now realizes that he was 

transfixed, lost the ability for rational thought, and in the end, had no actual control over his 

decisions. 

Scottie's confusion over the current situation becomes all the more apparent when he 

suddenly grabs Judy and the pair embrace in a passionate kiss (Vertigo). This romantic display of 

affection obviously causes the viewer to question Scottie's realization of the truth because one 

could not understand how he could still covet the tool of Gavin's scheme. Thus, this kiss throws 

into doubt all of Scottie's previous statements concerning his disgust with his actions because the 

viewer predicts that he is once again falling into the trappings of romance. At this point, the 

film's climax, the viewer is confronted by the competing questions of whether Scottie will be 

able to move on from this fraud and restore his sense of individual freedom or if such authority 

has been forever compromised because of his continued feelings for Madeleine/Judy? Then, the 

beauty of Hitchcock's cliffhanger, in which Judy suddenly falls to her death, is that it leaves such 

questions unresolved. Nonetheless, the viewer may infer that, as in the death of Madeleine, the 

death of Judy too causes some damage to Scottie's identity. According to White, "it is the 

woman, the 'feminine' part of the man, his more vulnerable other, the part of him that is 

umbilically linked to the mother, who dies or is cast off at the end of the film" (White 918). 

Thus, White's interpretation of the final scene is optimistic for Scottie, since his weakness, the 

ease with which he succumbs to the romantic image of the feminine, is cast off the bell-tower 

with Judy. Perhaps, no longer having the possibility of possessing a likeness of Madeleine, 

Scottie may fully remove himself from the romantic fantasy and regain authority in his reality. 

Voyeuristic Viewer 

Although Hitchcock leaves the audience with an incomplete picture of Scottie's mental 

health and outlook, the viewer can not help but wonder about his or her own manipulation by the 
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film. Aware that he or she witnessed the story unfold through the director's gaze alone, the 

viewer comes to understand his or her lack of control over the series of events. The film's 

shocking conclusion with Judy's death only heightens this feeling of helplessness because the 

viewer realizes that he or she too failed in the role of the "Knight": the viewer could not rescue 

Judy from her death, no could he or she assure Scottie's well-being. Thus, the audience is 

comprised of pawns akin to Scottie, who sit idly by, waiting for the emotional roller coaster 

provided by Hitchcock. The climax of the film is a prime example of Hitchcock's emotional 

mastery because the rise of the cloaked figure through the trap door initially frightens the viewer, 

but this confusion becomes all the more unsettling and definite when Judy meets a quick death. 

Interestingly, since this film has not been told from a female's perspective, but rather, 

places the female as the central object of desire or pursuit, the audience too encounters identity 

issues from the film's conclusion. Since the audience is "identifying with Scottie identifying with 

Madeleine" (Modleski 100), we too are left with an uneasiness of our own possessions and 

perceptions and the line dividing reality from fantasy. Modleski proposes that "woman thus 

becomes the ultimate point of identification for all of the film's spectators" because we identify 

with Scottie, who must now face the reality of his own decline to the role of woman (Modleski 

100); in a way, the film leaves the audience not completely aware of the set-up until the very 

end, and once the veil is pulled off, we all realize that we have been manipulated just like 

Scottie, Madeleine, and all women. 

Forced with the reality of Hitchcock's controlling gaze, along with witnessing Scottie's 

lack of personal control, the viewer can not help but question his or her own authority. In fact, 

the viewer finds his or her self focusing on the very qualities of "power" and "freedom" that are 

so frequently cited in the film. What are power and freedom? Who is in true possession of these 

qualities? The viewer understands that such characteristics can not be solely gender-based 

because Gavin Elster successfully manipulated Scottie. However, the viewer can be confident 

that power and freedom do depend on vision, and more importantly, one's ability to correctly 

understand and interpret that which one sees. Although the film's conclusion may raise more 

questions than answers, one thing is made clear to the viewer: if Scottie had known the true 

motivations behind his romantic pursuit of Madeleine, the story would have played out very 

differently. If Scottie had correctly interpreted his gaze, that is, if he had understood the false 

pretense of the romantic feminine images of his affair with Madeleine/Judy, he would have 
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certainly had greater power and freedom over his actions; perhaps, Scottie would have even been 

able to be the hero of the story, rather than the increasingly villainous pawn of another man. 

Conclusion 

Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo intricately weaves the suspense and intelligence of a mystery 

film with the long-established literary tradition of the romantic quest. In fact, John "Scottie" 

Ferguson is no different than the male protagonists of countless other romantic tales, who find 

themselves solely focused on pursuing the woman they desire and receiving her reciprocal 

feelings of affection. Scottie's situation is made all the more difficult by his inability to 

understand that which he sees; thus, even prior to encountering Madeleine, Scottie is unaware 

that his close friend, Margaret "Midge" Wood, displays substantial, unflagging love for him -

feelings which are concealed by her perceived maternal authority. However, misreading the 

situation, Scottie continues to view Midge in a purely platonic light, and he remains a lonely 

man, only to be strongly drawn into romance by the ideal female image of Madeleine. Thus, it is 

all the features of the romantic feminine image, including bright lighting and Madeleine's 

seductive dress and gestures, which spur Scottie on his pursuit of the "Beauty." Becoming 

wholly absorbed in his desire to be the hero or "Knight" who rescues Madeleine from the grips 

of Carlotta's spell (the "Dragon"), Scottie comes to objectify this female image and continue to 

assert his supreme authority in the romantic relationship. Scottie's projection of weakness onto 

Madeleine makes her apparent suicide all the more difficult for him because he has failed in his 

role as the "Knight"; the tragedy of the woman's death is also significant because it is not a 

moment of realization for Scottie, when he could have understand Gavin's grip on him. Thus, 

Scottie descends into an abyss of melancholia, not willing to abandon his tale of romance, while 

also understanding his own failings. Scottie's continued obsession with the romantic female 

image even prompts him to selfishly makeover Judy, a woman he shows no interest for, save for 

her uncanny resemblance to Madeleine; forcing Judy to adopt another woman's image, a false 

image, Scottie now emerges as a villainous character. Nonetheless, Scottie's actions seem all the 

more tragic with the realization of Gavin Elster's scheme, which manipulated the ornamentations 

of romance in order to fool the male protagonist. Scottie is the true victim of the film, the man 

manipulated by another man, who possessed true "power", "freedom", and authority. Yet, as the 

film draws to a climatic close, the viewer continues to question if Scottie has learned from his 

mistakes and if he now understands the truth of what he views: Scottie seeing of Carlotta Valdes' 
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necklace initially broke the spell of his fantasy, but he still passionately kisses Judy at the top of 

the bell-tower. Even more unsettling, is that the viewer comes to understand that he or she too 

misinterpreted that which was seen because Hitchcock, the controller of the gaze, was the master 

manipulator of the film. Although acknowledging that Scottie's inability to understand the 

masquerade of his romantic fantasy is what precipitated his downfall, the viewer continues to be 

anxious about his or her own relationship with what is seen and if visual misunderstandings 

could lead to a similar downfall. 
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