Penelope Houston, ‘Vertigo’, Sight and Sound, Spring 1959, p.319.
VERTIGO (Paramount) finds Hitchcock toying weightily with a thriller by Pierre Boileau and Thomas Narcejac, authors of Les Diaboliques. As with their earlier novel, the mystery is a question not of who done it but of whether it was really done at all–in this case, how can a girl who has fallen spectacularly to her death from a church tower reappear a few months later in the streets of San Francisco, and is she in fact the same girl? This question of identity, central to the novel, is disposed of by Hitchcock in a brisk and curiously timed flashback, leaving only the secondary problem of how the hero, a detective who first trails the girl, then becomes obsessed by his memories of her, will react to discovering the truth. But in a story of this kind, a sleigh-of-hand affair built on deception and misdirection, mystification counts for everything; to introduce questions of motivation, to suggest that the people involved in this murder game are real, is to risk cracking a plot structure of egg-shell thinness. Only speed, finally, could sustain the illusion that the plot hangs together–and Hitchcock has never made a thriller more stately and deliberate in technique.

If the plot fails to work, there is still some good suspense diversion. These include a macabre, misogynistic sequence in which the obsessed detective (James Stewart) enlists dressmakers and hairdressers to make over the lightly disguised Kim Novak number two in the image of the lost Kim Novak number one; a typical Hitchcock joke, in which the detective tracks the girl down an alley, through a dark and dingy passage-way, and finds that this sinister approach is the back door to an expensive flower shop; and a single shot of stunning virtuosity, with a corpse spread-eagled across a church roof at one side of the screen, and the detective slinking out of the church door at the screen’s opposite edge. A roof-top chase, decisively opening the picture, a struggle in the church belfry, some backchat in the manner of Rear Window with a cool, astringent second-string heroine (Barbara Bel Geddes) are all reminiscent of things Hitchcock has done before, and generally done with more verve. One is agreeably used to Hitchcock repeating his effects, but this time he is repeating himself in slow motion.

Reception at the time of release

· Variety pointed out the film’s major fault, that the “film’s first half is too slow and too long,” but regardless of this “defect” it looks like a boxoffice winner (“Variety”). 
· The Los Angeles Times explained that Hitchcock has tried his hand at a new dimension but has “taken too long to unfold it” (Miller, and Stafford). 
· Bosley Crowther, of the New York Times, asserted that “there is a big hole---a big question mark---at a critical point” but he encourages the viewer to not get too caught up in it and still enjoy the film. 
· Some critics were much more harsh, such as John McCarten of The New Yorker who said Hitchcock has “never before indulged in such farfetched nonsense” and the Los Angeles Citizen- News declared that this was not Hitchcock’s best picture. 
· There were some critics who appreciated the film, such as Jack Moffit of The Hollywood Reporter, who stated that “Vertigo is one of the most fascinating love stories ever filmed” but such positive remarks were in the minority in 1958 (Miller, and Stafford).
Why is it more popular with a modern audience?

· Kenneth Turan, of The A List: The National Society of Film Critics’ 100 Essential Films, asserts that the way the film resonates with modern audiences may be due to it’s themes of “sadism, masochism, fetishism, necrophilia, and more garden variety neuroses” (Miller, and Stafford). 
· Danny Pear, of the Guide for the Film Fanatic, further explains that Hitchcock was attracted to the film project because Scottie essentially indulges in necrophilia by “resurrecting a dead woman and making love to her” (Miller, and Stafford). 
· Seeing Scottie’s dedication to have Madeleine as the focus of the film has caused some critics to believe that Scottie is crazy, twisted, and a necrophiliac because he is “adamantly rejecting reality in favor of his morbid ideal” (Poznar 56-65)
· Poznar, in his article Orpheus Descending: Love in Vertigo, argues that necrophilia and acrophobia are not the central themes of the film. Scottie’s determination to have Madeleine is the centre of the film as Judy tries to remain Judy but she continually allows Scottie to remake her in the image of Madeleine. Poznar interprets Scottie in a much more positive light, rather than being obsessed and deranged, he simply sees the potential in Judy to become Madeleine and believes in her ability to fully realize her beautiful self, which is essentially Madeleine. Basically, Scottie is not simply crazy and pestering, rather, he is hopeful and helpful. Poznar goes on to compare Scottie to Orpheus going into the depths to Hades to revive Eurydice, but Poznar explains that Hitchcock has inverted the story because Judy chooses to not come back to life, she looks back which leads to her death. She chose death. 
· Another factor that has led to the Vertigo’s development into an iconic film is the lack of accessibility to it for a period of time. Hitchcock owned Vertigo and due to disappointing initial reception, he removed it from distribution in 1973 (Snider). A decade later it was re-released and it attracted many viewers, partly because it was unavailable for some time and there is a tendency to want what we cannot have (Snider). Many critics had already began talking this film up since it had been removed from circulation which increased the anticipation of its rerelease.
· David Ansen of Newseek asserted that other Hitchcock movies were more “on-the-surface fun” while Vertigo required time for the audience to “rise to its darkly rapturous level” (Ansen).
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