
Vertigo

Use of Soundtrack



Hitchcock’s Soundtracks

Hitchcock always dictated detailed notes for the dubbing 
of sound effects and placement of music.

Hitchcock was clear about the dramatic functions of 
sound and music, and often interwove his suggestions 
into the screenplay.



The Music

The score was written by 
Bernard Herrmann. 

Herrman worked with 
Hitchcock on many of 
his major films, 
effectively forming a 
creative partnership



In a 2004 interview with Sight and 
Sound magazine, Martin Scorsese 
said:

“Hitchcock’s film is about 
obsession, which means that it’s 
about circling back to the same 
moment, again and again … And 
the music is also built around 
spirals and circles, fulfilment and 
despair. Herrmann really 
understood what Hitchcock was 
going for — he wanted to penetrate 
to the heart of obsession”



Use of music

⚫ Hitchcock uses music to represent people or 
objects. These are known as Leitmotifs.

⚫ He uses a different theme for each thing.



The imagery of spirals 
and circles is captured 
in the opening titles of 
the film with 
Herrmann’s music and 
Saul Bass’ artwork

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
DU0IVmBgsQ&feature=player_embedd
ed

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-DU0IVmBgsQ&feature=player_embedded
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-I5ob7SqVmUQ/T1rcELu28SI/AAAAAAAACaM/bt6R6pd-4a0/s1600/Hitchcock+Vertigo.jpg


For all you Music 
Theorists:

Herrmann uses 
diminished arpeggios 
in an ostinato pattern 
to create the spiralling 
idea and the menacing 

brass cuts in 
underneath with a 
simple two note 

pattern

http://musicatthemovies.files.wordpress.com/2011/01/hl_dds_0000000000190783.png


The Vertigo Theme

The music rotates in tandem: endless circles of thirds, 
major and minor, interspersed with shuddering 
dissonances. 

The music finds no acceptable tonal resolution and 
spirals back on itself. 

(Dum-duh duh dum-duh duh, dum-duh duh dum-duh duh, BLAAAGH!)



The Vertigo Theme

This is played during the opening titles, matching the 
spiralling visuals and establishing the plot’s circularity.

It is also unsettling, full of suspense and hallucinatory –
all thematically appropriate



The main theme is repeated only once, when Judy 
is being changed back into Madeleine.

The short montage sequence recalls the opening 
titles with its close-ups on the female face.

The Vertigo Theme



The Madeleine theme

The presence of Madeleine is signalled through the 
romantic theme that we hear when Scottie first sees 
her.

The theme is then repeated often throughout the film to 
indicate her presence in Scottie’s thoughts .

This is another piece of music that

withholds its resolution, suggesting

Scottie’s unfulfilled romantic longing



The theme resolves itself at last in the 
scene where Scottie has recreated his lost 
love.

Here, Herrmann’s is referencing the music 
from Wagner’s ‘Tristan Und Isolde’ with the 
downward four note phrase resembling the 
rising four from the ‘Tristan prelude’ and 
the shimmering strings and crescendo 
builds to the main theme resemble the 
‘Liebestod’ from the same opera.

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?feature=player_embedde
d&v=_naJH44Lk3I

The Madeleine theme

https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=_naJH44Lk3I


The Carlotta theme

A Spanish-flavoured piece that 
is influenced by Bizet’s Carmen 
indicates the presence of 
Carlotta.

Like the Madeleine theme, the 
character’s presence is 
signified through the music, 
signifying that both women 
‘haunt’ Scottie.



The Carlotta theme

During Scottie’s dream, 
the Carlotta theme 
becomes harsh, loud 
and dissonant.

Scottie dreams of falling 
into her grave and 
afterwards behaves like 
her.  Carlotta’s presence 
has overwhelmed him.



Both themes

In the scene where 
Scottie drops Midge at 
her apartment, we can 
tell his thoughts turn to 
Madeleine through the 
music.  He looks again 
at the painting in the 
catalogue and the music 
shifts to the Carlotta 
theme: the characters 
have become blurred.



When Madeleine is seemingly possessed in the 
scene in the forest. The Carlotta theme is played 
when she is supposedly possessed by Carlotta, but 
when she snaps out of it and returns as Madeleine, 
the Madeleine theme returns.

Both themes



Music and The creation of Tension

During the scene in which Scottie is running after 
Madeleine in the bell tower, the music uses loud 
beats, creating an eerie atmosphere for the 
audience.

Another use of dissonance highlights the vertigo shot on 
the spiral staircase.



Diegetic Music

In the second scene of the film after the rooftop 
chase, Midge plays a Bach record, but John 
complains about it, saying that he’s having a 
dizzy spell because of it. 



Later, Midge puts on a Mozart record for Scottie 
in the hospital saying it’s “the broom that 
sweeps the cobwebs away.” 

Of course, this has no effect, indicating that she 
does not have the qualities to become a suitable 
lover for him. 



There is only one more instance when there is use of 
diegetic music: when Scottie and Judy are out dancing.

The music is bland and old-fashioned, appropriate for 
Scottie’s distracted, distant state of mind but.  Judy looks 
appropriately uncomfortable with the absence of passion.


