
Joyce Grillo

4/21/09
Teaching Vertigo
Lesson One 
Film sections covered today: Beginning to 31:00 – Retired detective John Ferguson is enlisted to tail Gavin Elster’s wife, Madeline. He follows her around for a day, entranced by her mysterious aura. 
What’s On For Today and Why:  
Today, students will be introduced to Vertigo, consider the various elements of film that help to create meaning and subtext, and be asked to make predictions about the overall theme of the film.  This will help students to become familiar with technical words involved in film production, as well as to start viewing a film as an artistic medium just as culturally significant as a literary work. Predicting future events will help students to think critically about what they have just seen, as well as draw from the film in order to speculate about where the plot is going. 
What To Do:

My essential question/s for today are: How do movies create meaning? How do we know what a movie is supposed to be about? How do we know how we should feel about each of the characters? I will ask this question at the beginning of class, followed by a brief class discussion.

1.  Elements of Film

After handing out the Elements of Film worksheet, I will briefly overview each of the words listed.  Afterwards, I will ask the students to circle which elements are also found in analyzing literature.  I will explain that we will be viewing Vertigo with regard to these specific elements as an attempt to construe its meaning – the basic plot, characterization, as well as important themes.  In a sense, we will be “reading” the movie as a visual “text.” 
2. Watching the film 

I will have students watch the opening credits to the film. I will then ask them to write down briefly what atmosphere they think the opening credits create, with specific attention to the film score and the graphic spirals. I will then say that although Vertigo was a complete disappointment at the box offices when it premiered in 1958, it has since been regarded as Hitchcock’s greatest film, and one of the most important American films of all time.  I will ask the students to pick any three film elements of their choice from the worksheet and to pay attention to these elements in the section of the film watched for the day.  We will then watch the scenes selected for today. I will tell them to take brief notes afterwards on what they noticed.  I will stop the film at certain points to discuss certain elements, pointing out:
- Midge’s eye movements when Johnny talks about their romantic past. What is going on beneath the surface here? What is Midge thinking about? What is their relationship like now?

-  The colors in Ernie’s restaurant – the overwhelming red interior, Madeline’s green dress. 

- The close up of Madeline’s face in profile, like a portrait painting – how does John see her?

- The extreme brightness and hazy fog in the flower shop and the cemetery. What effect does this have on the audience? How does this make us (and John) view Madeline? Introduce the term “pure cinema” – scenes without any dialogue or voiceover, where only the non verbal elements visual and musical tell the story.
With any remaining time, I will again ask the students the question I posed at the beginning of class, but this time with specific regard to Vertigo. What is Vertigo supposed to be about? The students have watched scenes with much exposition of the basic plot, but have they noticed certain elements of film that give this movie its eerie, strange quality? (lighting, music, cinematography, acting) What do they think the main theme of this movie is going to be? Potential themes discussed: THE PAST, OBSESSION, DEATH, IMAGES (Paintings, reflections, copies)
3. Homework

Ask students to write a brief (one page or less) short story in which they offer an explanation for how Madeline appears to enter and exit the hotel without being noticed. They must use the characters they have met already, and must keep the same location (San Francisco). Characters should speak and act the way they do in the film. They should be encouraged to be creative, introducing supernatural or mysterious elements if they see fit. For example, they might choose to show that Madeline is in fact a ghost, and thus able to pass by undetected. Or they might speculate that Madeline never entered the hotel at all, and that Ferguson imagined the entire scene. 
Ask students to watch the next two scenes at home on Youtube, from 31:00 to 38:00. These three scenes include John in Midge’s apartment, visiting the bookseller about Carlotta Valdez, and Scottie meeting with Ulster to discuss Madeline’s case.  Ask them to pay attention to the extreme darkness in the bookstore and consider its implications on their class web blog.

How Did It Go?: If students are starting to look at a film not just for entertainment value, but critically for artistic merit, and using the film terms when discussing it, then today was successful. 
Lesson Two 
Film sections covered today: 38:00-1:02:00 – Scottie saves Madeline from drowning. He brings her to his apartment and becomes increasingly enamored with her. Later, they visit the Sequoia National Park together and kiss on the beach. Madeline becomes more obsessed with her own death. 

What’s On For Today: 

Today, students will put their film analysis skills to practice by dividing up into expert groups. For each scene they will change their group so that they are looking for a different film element. They will also analyze the theme of desire and obsession in the movie. 
What To Do:

My Essential Questions for today will be: What are the differences between love, desire and obsession? Do you think that Scottie is in love with Madeline, or obsessed with her? Why is he so attracted to her? Do you think she feels the same way about him? Why or why not?

1. Expert Groups

Distribute and discuss the Expert Group handout. Divide the class into four groups. Each group will be assigned a different group (cinematography/sound/costume&set design/acting). Tell the class that for the scenes watched today, each group should pay careful attention to their field and to try and answer the question: “How does (sound, acting, etc.) contribute to the themes of desire and obsession in Vertigo?” 

2. Watching the film

After the section for today is finished, I will give time for the groups to discuss with each other what they have seen or heard in the film. Then I will ask them to nominate a member to be the official spokesperson for telling the entire class their findings. 

Some moments in the scenes today to focus in on:

- Composition of the scene where Madeline jumps into the Bay – her small black silhouette underneath the immense Golden Gate Bridge, the scattered flower petals, Scottie carrying her seemingly lifeless body. 

- Disheveled Madeline in Scottie’s bed, her underwear hanging suggestively in his kitchen. She dons Scottie’s bright red robe, red being a color used to represent passion and danger. Scottie is now wearing a green sweater, the color used to represent Madeline so far.

- Point of view – shots of Madeline are almost entirely from Scottie’s perspective. He is always above her, suggesting his dominance and possession of her character. Madeline sits, lies down, whereas Scottie stands and paces. Madeline walks slowly, as if in a trance. 
-Scottie’s shaking hands when he hands her the teacup and saucer, implying his nervous desire.

- The extreme darkness and haze in the forest scene. 

-The brightness in the ocean scene, the coincidental ocean crash with Scottie and Madeline’s kiss. Too much of a cliché? Or used for emotional intensity? 

Homework: 

Watch on Youtube from 1:03:00 to 1:09:00 – Scottie visits Midge again; she shows him a painting she has recently done. Madeline comes to Scottie to tell him about her nightmare. 

Post a reaction on Voxopop in response to Midge’s painting. What is the significance of the shot where Midge is shown sitting next to her painting? Why do you think she painted it? Why does Scottie react the way he does? Why does Midge get so upset afterwards? 

How did It Go?

If students have begun to trace certain themes throughout the film, and can identify how film techniques add to the mystique and emotional draw of Madeline on Scottie, then today was a success.
Lesson Three 
Film sections covered today: 1:09:00 – 1:25:00 – Madeline commits suicide by jumping off the top of the bell tower. Scottie has a nervous breakdown, precipitated by a disturbing nightmare. Midge visits him to help comfort him.
What’s On For Today:

Today students will focus in on camera movements and editing to analyze how the director takes the viewer into Scottie’s mind. This will help students to realize that directors make specific choices that affect the way the audience reacts to the film.  They will also learn that the director wants the audience to identify with Scottie, and identify the camera methods he uses so that viewers feel what he feels and see what he sees.

What To Do:
My Essential Questions for today are:  How does a director reveal a character’s motives? Whose perspective have we been getting throughout the film so far, and how does this affect the viewer? Why do you think that Hitchcock might want the audience to identify with Scottie? How does he achieve this with the use of the camera? 

1.  Camera movement and Editing
For today, students will be grouped into pairs, one student will be asked to pay attention to the specific ways the camera moves throughout each scene, and how this movement adds meaning to what is being said, or shown. The other student will be asked to pay attention to the editing, the sequence of various images that tell the story. They should also analyze cuts between shots. In doing this, they should try to answer the following questions: What are Scottie’s motives? How is the audience supposed to feel about his motives/feelings? After watching each scene, the students will compare their analyses with each other.  Partners should agree with the reasons given by the other student. 

2. Watching the film

After each scene, I will give the students time to discuss their findings. 

Moments in the film to focus on include:

-Why does the director choose to edit the bell tower scene in the way that he does? For example, why do the scenes jump abruptly from Madeline to Scottie? 

-Why do we see two nuns running from a distance?
-How does the director convey the sense of dizziness felt by Scottie? 
- Why is the nightmare montage a combination of animated/live film?

- How does the director create a surreal, disturbing atmosphere in the nightmare?

- How does the director convey the sensation of falling? 

- What does Midge mean when she says, “I don’t think that Mozart’s going to help.”? Analyze the scene where Midge walks out of the hospital in a dark, empty corridor with the shadows closing in on her.  This is the last scene Midge appears in. What do you think happens to her?

For Homework:

Students should watch on Youtube from 1:26:00 to 1:38:00 – The scenes include where Scottie meets Judy, and Judy’s secret is revealed. Students should post a reaction to Judy’s secret on their class web blog. How do they as the audience feel? How do they think Judy feels? Predict how Scottie would react if he found out Judy’s secret. 

How Did It Go?

If students have analyzed that the director has specific intentions for the audience to identify with Scottie, and evaluated that the director does this by means of camera movements that mimic Scottie’s eye movements, and disorienting camera techniques that mimic Scottie’s bewilderment and anxiety, then today was a success. 

Lesson Four 

Film sections covered today: 1:38:00-2:04:00 – Scottie makes Judy’s appearance match Madeline’s looks exactly.  He recognizes Judy’s necklace as the necklace from the Carlotta Valdes painting.  They return to the Spanish mission; after a brief struggle, a nun appears from the shadows and Judy falls from the bell tower to her death. 
What’s On For Today:

Today, students will finish watching the movie. Afterwards, they will be asked to analyze the scenes using a feminist lens of interpretation, as well as to note parallel scenes almost identical to ones that appeared earlier in the film. This will allow students to make connections within the film itself , and to approach the characters from a different theoretical lens. 
What To Do:

My Essential Question(s) for today is: To what extent is Judy willing to give up her identity in order to have Scottie’s love, and what does Hitchcock seem to be suggesting about relationships in general? Why does Hitchcock show the audience shots of Judy that directly parallel past scenes of Madeline?
1. Watching the film

After discussion of the essential questions, students will watch the remainder of the film. I will tell them to use all of the skills they have acquired so far and be on the lookout for interesting color use, lighting, camera movements, dialogue, etc. 

Guiding questions to use after the film include:

-When Scottie is in Judy’s apartment, she sits down in front of the window. We see her face in profile, shadowed, and highlighted by a green light. What shot does this remind you of? What does it remind Scottie of?

- What is the reason for the overwhelming green color in the room when Judy emerges from the bathroom with her new blonde hair pinned back, wearing the grey suit? 

-Why is there a green haze over Judy when she walks towards Scottie?

-During their long embrace, the camera begins to turn 360 around them, but the background changes to the inside of the horse stables from the Spanish mission. Why?

- When Scottie sees the necklace, why is there a shot that starts on Judy’s necklace, switches to the painted necklace, tracks outward to show the entire painting of Carlotta, and then tracks out again to show Madeline looking at the painting?

-What is Scottie thinking about during the drive to the mission? Why does Judy seem so nervous?

-Note Scottie’s body as he looks down from the top of the bell tower at Judy. His arms are spread, his palms open, his face pained. What is this image reminiscent of? Why does Hitchcock include this iconic reference?

I will poll the class for reactions to the ending. I will tell them that in the novel the movie is based upon, the retired detective ends up murdering the woman after discovering her deceit. Hitchcock obviously changed the ending, but why? What effect does this change have on the movie? How would it be different if Scottie pushes Judy out of the bell tower? The class will discuss the answers to these questions.

2. Feminist Lens

I will hand out a worksheet of questions that consider the representation of women in Vertigo. I will place students into groups of four and ask them to work together. We will then discuss their findings as a class.
Homework:
On Google books, read pages 108-130 from Robin Wood’s Hitchcock’s Films Revisited. (http://books.google.com/books?id=YTMgJCtpnywC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_summary_r&cad=0#PPA108,M2) The link  will be posted on a class website. (Ideally, I’d have paper copies of this chapter to distribute to each student).  Evaluate the analysis Wood writes for the reason Hitchcock reveals his major plot twist so early. Do you agree with what she says? If the movie isn’t about the plot, then what is it about?
How Did It Go?
If students were able to match up scenes of Madeline with scenes of Judy, if they have begun to note the disturbing, unhealthy obsession Scottie has with Madeline, if they have begun to critique the objectified way women are presented in Vertigo, then they are doing an excellent job at analyzing the film! 
Lesson Five
What’s On For Today:
Conclusion and wrap-up of the film: After a discussion of what are the most important symbols and themes of the movie, using Robin Wood’s chapter on Vertigo as a basis for discussion, students will watch a documentary on the making and restoration of the movie, Obsessed with Vertigo: New Life for Hitchcock’s masterpiece. This will allow them to see some of the behind-the-scenes work that went into producing the film, as well as interviews with some of the original cast members and producers that shed interesting light on the importance of Hitchcock’s careful direction in creating each scene in the film. 
What To Do:
My Essential Question for today is: If the plot line of Vertigo is entirely unrealistic, then what is Vertigo about? What are its central themes? In other words, what ultimate message is the director trying to convey?

1. Text-based Film Analysis

We will discuss the student’s answers to the guiding questions for their homework assignment, and in particular focus on Wood’s treatment of the “revelation” scene. What do the students think the point is of revealing the mystery so early? I will ask them to think about traditional mystery thrillers that usually wait until the very end to reveal the murderer’s identity (Think of M. Night Shylaman’s plot twists that always come at the very end of the film, not halfway through the movie). 
2. Watching the documentary

Students will watch the documentary (about thirty minutes). Afterwards, I will hand out their culminating assignment for the movie. 
Homework: Students will get to choose a writing assignment from several options. They will either choose to write a film treatment for a modern day remake, a sequel to Vertigo set in the same time period, or an essay in which they trace a certain theme throughout the movie with attention to film techniques that convey that theme. 

How Did It Go?

If students enjoyed the film for its technical and storytelling achievement, if they are enthusiastic and articulate in discussing the ultimate “point” of the film, if they want to watch and analyze other great movies, then this lesson unit was a success!

ELEMENTS OF FILM ANALYSIS
 Setting (Geographical, Historical, Social Milieu)

 Atmosphere (Mood)

 Cinematography (Camera Placement and Movement; Lighting; Color; Focus; Frame 

Composition, etc.)

 Lighting (Realist; Romantic; Expressive; "Dark"; "Surreal")

 Decor/Clothing

 Pace (Fast-Paced; Slow-Paced; "Meditative"; "Poetic")

 Suspense

 Sound (Realistic; Expressive; Simple vs. Multi-Layered)

 Music (Soundtrack vs. Source)

 Editing--Cutting for Continuity; Cutting Within a Scene; Cross-Cutting (Parallel 

Editing); Metaphorical/Symbolic Cutting

 Character (Complexity, Development, Believability)

 Acting (Professional/Non-Professional; Realistic; Stylized/Symbolic)

 Plot (Story, Subplots, Drama) 

 Narrative Structure (Straightforward vs. Complex; Flashbacks) 

 Conflict

Point of View

Genre

 Themes (Issues, Ideological Conflicts, Lessons Learned)
(Credit: Michael Dembrow, 2008 http://spot.pcc.edu/~mdembrow/elements.htm)

Expert Groups for Vertigo scenes

Expert Group






Observations and Comments
Cinematographer

Note & describe camera movement and angles,

lighting, etc. While it is not your official job,

consider editing as well.
______________________________________________________________________________

Sound Editor

Listen for all music, background sounds, sound

f/x, etc. 

______________________________________________________________________________

Set & Costume Designer

Note & describe sets, costumes, props, etc.

Pay particular attention to colors and symbols.
______________________________________________________________________________

Actor

Note & describe specific aspects of

performances. (especially accents, subtext,

and emphasis of certain words or lines).
______________________________________________________________________________

(Credit: Michael Lomonico, IFC Film School Unit 5)
The Women of Vertigo
1.  Compare and contrast Midge versus Madeline versus Judy.  Give reasons from the movie for your answers. If it is your personal opinion, support it!

Who is the most: 

intelligent?

sexy? 

maternal? 

objectified? 

empowered?

 tragic? 

How does the director’s representation of the three characters influence our perception of them?

In what ways do you think the director wants us to view these three women?

2. When Scottie begs Judy to dye her hair blonde, he tells her “It can’t matter to you.” What does this line reveal about Scottie’s motives? How does Judy respond to this? What does her response reveal about her character?

3.  Judy is aware that Scottie is trying to transform her into Madeline. Why does she go along with this? Why is the image of Madeline so important to Scottie?  

4. Who are the active and passive characters in this movie? Who are the victims? Who are the victimizers? (Think literally and figuratively – which characters do most of the sitting, lying down, which ones stand up more often, who initiates action, who receives the action, etc.)

5.  Is Scottie’s obsession disturbing or understandable? Do you sympathize with him, or not? Do you think that he is mentally sound? Why or why not?

6.  According to the movie, what are the characteristics of the ideal woman? What are the inherent dangers in idealizing women as perfect works of art, as Scottie does?

7. Madeline/Judy is a femme fatale character – a beautiful, mysterious woman who leads men to their death.  Do you think that femme fatale characters are weak or strong women? Is this a negative stereotype that hurts women? Defend your opinion. 

Final Writing Project for Vertigo
Choose ONE

1. Write a 3-4 page film treatment for a modern day remake of Vertigo. You can make as many alterations to the original as you like, but the basic story line and characters should be similar. Use your artistic license! Change the location, appearance of characters, the way they speak, even the ending (if you wish). Make sure to include specific information on the way your film would look, what type of music would be playing, the way sets would be designed, etc. Will it be a big-budget summer blockbuster, or a low-budget independent film with an artsy, offbeat vibe? Sell your movie idea! The treatment should be an exciting advertisement for your movie that would make a production company want to make your movie. Make sure you explain why this movie is relevant for today’s audiences. 

2. Write three “deleted scenes” that didn’t make the cut in the original Vertigo. For example, one scene was filmed that showed Midge and Scottie in Midge’s apartment listening to a radio news cast announce the capture of Gavin Ulster for the murder of his wife. This scene was added for European audiences, but didn’t appear in the original American version, and is cut from the director’s edition. Your scenes should be in screenplay format, and should keep the setting, mood, characterization of the movie intact. 

3.  Write a 3 - 4 page paper in which you analyze one recurring theme found throughout Vertigo and discuss how film elements enhance this theme (i.e. use of color, lighting, music, editing, costume, camera movement, acting). Themes to consider may include: DEATH, DOOMED LOVE, OBSESSION, HISTORY, IMITATION, IDEAL WOMAN, REALITY VS. ILLUSION. Use standard academic English grammar and spelling. 

