Hitchcock's Suicide Hotline

Melissa Frost

4/9/2009


As a revered master of suspense, director Alfred Hitchcock reaches far beyond the obviousness of action packed thrillers and into the veiled complexities of the human mind. Using the psychoanalytic theories of Sigmund Freud, which proposed that the unconscious governed the individual, Hitchcock explored the deep and disturbing drives of his characters and human nature. Often hailed as one of the best films of all time, Vertigo is a masterful psychological thriller and a complex cinematic exploration of psychoanalysis. As Freud relied heavily on dream analysis, calling dreams the "royal road to the unconscious", it is appropriate that Vertigo contains an elaborate dream of the tortured hero, Scotty. This dream sequence, with its jarring music, flashing colors, dizzying animation and disjunctive imagery is noticeably disjointed from the rest of the film, mimicking the way in which dreams are disjointed from reality. Because Freud believed dreams were communications of the knowing unconscious filtered through operations such as symbolism, representation, displacement and condensation in order to obscure what one could not consciously handle, Hitchcock crafted this dream to contain obscured important truths. While many would agree with the psychoanalytic reading that Vertigo is about a traumatic event which involves a confrontation between subject and desire, one needs psychoanalysis to decipher what that event and desire actually are and the dream sequence is the key that Hitchcock provides. The dream sequence reveals Scottie's unconscious death drive.

The psychoanalytic foundation for dream content is wish fulfillment, and Scotty's dream pictures his own death. Freud believed that in waking life, resistances altogether prevented the repressed wishes of the unconscious from entering consciousness, and only in dreams could those wishes come to light. In Scotty's dream, he walks through the graveyard and willingly falls into an open grave. Spiraling deeper and deeper through the hole, he then falls as Madeline did above the church roof, eventually becoming only an abstracted black silhouette on a white background. His becoming this void black shape illustrates the classical psychoanalytic death drive: "an urge inherent in all organic life to restore to an earlier state of things," meaning non-existence. While the Id logically motivates people towards pleasure and self-preservation, Freud found there was a contrasting tendency of people to re-enact traumatic events, which could only be explained by this death drive. Although death is pictured in the dream, a psychoanalyst would analyze the actions, associations and past of the analysand (analytic patient) to understand the distorted dream symbols in context. We are introduced to Scotty as he hangs from the gutter, fearful and yet strangely calm as if contemplating falling. While others explain his vertigo as a socially hailed guilt and remorse for the cop's death, from Scotty, we see no feelings for the cop, only talk of his own condition and discomfort. As vertigo is explained psychologically as the fear of falling coupled with the desire and fascination of falling, Scotty is conflicted between his logical self-preservation and repressed death wish.  


The presence of Carlotta and absence of Madeline in Scotty's dream illustrates that there is not actually a passion for a love-object, but in fact, only an obsessive pull towards a death-object. The core desire in this dramatic love story would easily be identified as Madeline; he has, after all, fallen into this deep depression because of her death. Yet, it is not Madeline who appears in the unconscious display of his wishes, but her personified powerful desire to die, Carlotta. In the dream, the long dead Carlotta appears in the flesh, revealing how incredibly real and present she is in Scotty's unconscious. The motivation of his gripping obsession for Madeline is questionable from the start, but the dream reflects the true reality of it: It is not an obsession with Madeline, but with a death drive. In psychoanalysis love is often recognized as a result of transference (an unconscious redirection of feelings) and an attempt to gain truth about one's self. He sees his own death drive reflected in her and this is literally what pulls him to her, as he pulls her from the bay. His overpowering hope to cure and understand Madeline is an attempt to heal himself. When he is with her, the conflict with an irrepressible desire of death and self-destruction is the focus. Like the analyst, she brings his repressed fears to the forefront so that he may feel personal progress, all while transferring those fears to her in a way that he can handle. As she dies by her own undefeatable drive, Scotty has failed to defeat the death drive and is consumed by it in his hopelessness. 


Because the dream sequence acts as a key to Scotty's unconscious, perhaps this was Hitchcock's way of recommending psychoanalysis to a skeptical viewer. In all of his films, Hitchcock's world is one constructed by the laws of psychoanalysis; yet none seem to offer a solution so clearly. His characters play out their unconscious desires destructively as Freud believed everyone did in their daily lives. Psychoanalysis believes that only when becoming aware of one's irrational unconscious desires, can one gain control of them, thus becoming a well-adjusted and mentally healthy individual. While there is often some partial form of resolution in Hitchcock films, it is always reached after a long, painful and often deadly trial. Scotty's partial resolution and cure come once the constructed plot is revealed, because his death drive is hollowed. Knowing that Madeline did not in fact lose to Carlotta, he reclaims autonomy and once again finds balance with his unconscious fear and desire. The dream sequence explains that psychoanalytic dream analysis could have cured Scotty early on with a lot less drama. This is Hitchcock's way of demonstrating that the answers were within Scotty and accessible the entire time; the solutions to your life's tragedies are also accessible. Awareness of the unconscious is powerful, as Gavin also negatively demonstrates. Just by reading of Scotty's vertigo he knows exactly how to manipulate Scotty. Presenting psychoanalytic ignorance as a vulnerability and dream analysis as a key to understanding, Hitchcock makes a strong case for psychoanalysis as a way out of all the drama and danger.
