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• Mulvey is best known for her essay, "Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema", written in 1973. 

• Mulvey’s article argues mainly that the cinematic method 
of classical Hollywood inevitably puts the spectator in a 
masculine subject position, with the figure of the 
woman on screen as the object of desire. 



• In classical Hollywood cinema, viewers are encouraged 
to identify with the protagonist of the film, who tends 
to be a man. 

• Meanwhile, female characters are, according to Mulvey, 
coded with "to-be-looked-at-ness."



The essential idea:

• Male/active: Female/passive.  

• The male ‘looks’ (active), 

• The female ‘is looked at’ (passive)



“Hitchcock… takes fascination with an image 
through scopophilic eroticism as the subject of 
the film.” 

“In Vertigo in particular, but also in Marnie and 
Rear Window, the look is central to the plot, 
oscillating between voyeurism and fetishistic 
fascination.”



“Hitchcock's skilful use of identification 

processes and liberal use of subjective 

camera from the point of view of the 

male protagonist draw the spectators 

deeply into his position, making them 

share his uneasy gaze.”

“The audience is absorbed into a 

voyeuristic situation… which parodies 

his own in the cinema.”



“In Vertigo, subjective camera predominates. Apart 

from flash-back from Judy's point of view, the 

narrative is woven around what Scottie sees or 

fails to see. The audience follows the growth of 

his erotic obsession and subsequent despair 

precisely from his point of view.”



Problems with Mulvey’s theory

• “Apart from flash-back from Judy's point of view” – does 
this undermine the ‘fiction’ of Scottie’s obsession?

• Critics of the article objected to the fact that her 
argument implied the impossibility of genuine 
'feminine' enjoyment of the classical Hollywood 
cinema.

• her argument did not seem to take into account 
spectatorships that were not organised along the 
normative lines of gender.



Tania Modleski: ‘The Women 

who knew too much’

‘I will demonstrate how men’s fascination 

and identification with the feminine 

continually undermines their effort to 

achieve a masculine strength and 

autonomy and is a primary cause of a 

violence towards women that abounds 

in Hitchcock’s films.’



The image of femininity in the film is 

shown as a male construct.



• BUT: If the feminine, against which the 

masculine defines himself, is nothing, 

what, if anything, is he?



• Therefore, Vertigo is about the illusion/construction of 

masculine identity as much as it is about the construction 

of feminine appearance.

• The film addresses the nature of looking, manipulation 

and illusion – something fundamental to cinema and 

spectatorship.



• The ‘demasculinising’ scenes with Midge



Elster is portrayed in ways that foreground 

his masculinity



Key examples to discuss

• Scottie follows Madeleine (‘follows’ in what 

sense?)



• How cinematography highlights the 

concept of identity, the constructed image, 

voyeurism, etc



• Recurring shots, themes, locations, 

narrative developments, etc



Scottie is traumatised by his inability to 

dominate/possess his ideal woman



The dream blurs identity boundaries



• Reconstructing Madeleine – Scottie is attempting to 

assert male dominance over the female



Scottie’s rage is at his realisation his new-found 

masculinity has proved to be an illusion turns to  

a state of impotence



Vertigo is about the illusion/construction of masculine 

identity as much as it is about the construction of feminine 

appearance  - discuss

Present examples you could use to argue 

for or against the statement


