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ALFRED HITCHCOCK’S CINEMATIC STYLE
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Learning outcomes
Students should be able to:
•  discuss and explain the purpose of the following 

elements of Hitchcock’s cinematic style: 
 –  point-of-view (POV) camera and editing 

technique; 
 – dynamic camera movements; 

 – high angle shots; 
 – expressive use of the close-up; 
 – cross-cutting; 
 – montage editing; 
 – expressionist lighting techniques; and 
 – using music to create emotion.

Alfred Hitchcock’s Cinematic Style

Course Content

The French director Francois Truffaut praised 
Alfred Hitchcock’s, ability to film the thoughts 
of his characters without having to use dialogue. 
Over the course of a long career in cinema that 
stretched from the silent era into the 1970’s, 
Hitchcock developed and refined a number of filmic 
techniques that allowed him to experiment with, 
and imaginatively explore, the unique potential of 
visual storytelling. 

The Point-of-view shot (POV)
Hitchcock’s signature technique is the use of a 
subjective camera. The POV shot places the audience 
in the perspective of the protagonist so that we 
experience the different emotions of the character, 
whether it be desire, confusion, shock or fear. 

Films such as Vertigo (1958) and Rear Window 
(1954) are seen almost entirely from the point of 
view of the main character (both played by James 
Stewart) and this allows the director to create and 
sustain suspense as we look through the character’s 
eyes as he attempts to solve a mystery. 

In Strangers on a Train (1951), before the 
murderous Bruno strangles Miriam, we see a 
POV shot from his perspective, her face suddenly 
illuminated by his cigarette lighter.
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Dynamic Camera Movements
Hitchcock employed camera movement as a key 
storytelling device through which he could provide 
information to the audience in a visual way. He would 
sometimes open his films with a dynamic camera 
movement such as the famous crane shot through 
the window in Psycho (1960), where the lovers are 
revealed, or the extended tracking shot around the 
courtyard in Rear Window, which introduces all of the 
main characters and story elements.

Hitchcock often employed dynamic camera 
movements to highlight the emotional distress or 
anxiety of the protagonist at a moment of sudden 
danger and threat. Key examples of this are the 
rapid camera movements towards Alicia’s mother-
in-law and husband, seen from Alicia’s POV in 
Notorious (1946), and the key moments in Vertigo, 
where Hitchcock uses the dolly zoom to visually 
represent Scottie’s crippling fear of heights.

The ‘Vertigo’ shot is created by combining a dolly 
or tracking shot with a zoom shot, so that as the 
camera dollies forwards while the lens is zoomed 
out. Alternatively if the camera dollies backwards 
the lens is zoomed in. The use of the dolly zoom 
makes the distances in the frame appear to expand. 

At key moments in Vertigo, Hitchcock uses this 
daringly conceived shot to convey the main 
character’s extreme visual disorientation and 
psychological paralysis when suffering from 
vertigo. The unusual change of perspective created 
by a dolly zoom can present a meaningful moment 
or situation, indicating to the audience that 
something out of the ordinary is taking place. 

High Angle Shots
Hitchcock often uses high angle shots to convey 
the notion that a character is in crisis or has arrived 
at some terrible realisation. In North by Northwest 
(1959) an extreme high angle is used as Cary 
Grant’s character flees the UN building after being 
framed for murder. In The Wrong Man (1956) a high 
angle shot is used as Henry Fonda’s innocent man 
is wrongly arrested for murder.

In Psycho, Hitchcock employs a high angle shot 
to mislead the audience. In the sequence of the 
detective’s murder, Hitchcock suddenly switches 
to a high angle shot of the hallway as the killer 
prepares to strike. This elevated camera position 
keeps the true identity of the killer hidden until the 
final scenes of the film. 

Expressive use of the Close-Up
Hitchcock will often generate dramatic tension 
and suspense by framing an object that presents 
a danger to the hero or heroine in close-up. This 
technique is used frequently in Notorious where a 
gigantic close-up of a coffee cup forewarns us that 
it contains poison and then the technique is used 
again later in the suspenseful scene where the 
female protagonist uses a stolen key to gain access 
to the wine cellar. 

Hitchcock will often employ an expressive close-
up of the face to reveal the beauty of his female 
characters. In Rear Window, Hitchcock employs an 
expressive close-up to introduce Lisa, the girlfriend 
of the protagonist who will help him solve the 
mystery. Framed in close-up from the POV of the 
main character as he awakens, Lisa is a vision 
of radiant beauty. In Vertigo, the mystery and 
elegance of Madeleine is conveyed by a tight close-
up of her in profile in the restaurant scene. 

Close-ups are employed in a powerful way within 
the abrasive montage of the famous Shower Scene 
in Psycho. Immediately after the murder, Hitchcock 
dissolves from a shot of blood being washed 
down the drain to an extreme close-up of Marion 
Crane’s open eye. The spiral effect of the water 
superimposed over the eye is a haunting image of 
life ebbing way. 

Cross-Cutting 
(also known as inter-cutting or parallel editing) 
Cross-cutting is a primary storytelling device which 
Hitchcock uses to build up suspense and narrative 
tension. This technique pieces together sequences 
that occur at the same time but in different places. 

The opening scene of Strangers on a Train, is an 
example of the technique of cross-cutting being 
used to set up the story and introduce the two 
lead characters in a novel and intriguing way. 
Hitchcock cuts back and forth between the two, as 
yet unknown characters, as they separately move 
towards the point where their paths will cross. 

Later in the film, Hitchcock generates suspense 
by cross-cutting between Griffith’s tennis match 
and Bruno’s desperate efforts to find the cigarette 
lighter he dropped at the scene of Miriam’s murder.
Montage Editing

Hitchcock’s abrasive use of oblique, montage 
editing to mimic the stabbing cuts of the knife in 
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the Shower Scene in Psycho is a powerful example 
of montage editing. The Marion Crane murder scene 
is constructed around the principles of Eisenstein’s 
theory of montage where a series of rapid “shock 
cuts” are used to disorientate and unnerve the 
audience. In a scene that now rivals Eisenstein’s 
Odessa Steps sequence in Battleship Potemkin 
(1925), Hitchcock unleashes the explosive power of 
montage editing to convey the homicidal violence 
of the shower murder. 

Expressionist Lighting Techniques
In the 1920’s, Alfred Hitchcock had an opportunity 
to work in the UFA studios in Berlin where the 
directors of German Expressionism, such as Fritz 
Lang, were making their films. The influence of 
Expressionism on Hitchcock can be seen in many of 
his Hollywood films of the 1940’s such as Suspicion 
(1941) and Notorious, where chiaroscuro lighting 
techniques are used to convey the dark fears of his 
female protagonists. 

In Notorious, when Alicia begins to feel dizzy from 
the effects of the poison, expressionist techniques 
of distortion are employed with low key lighting to 
transform the two sinister figures, who are poisoning 
her, into silhouettes. Combined with the use of 
a subjective camera, the expressionist lighting 
techniques draw us into Alicia’s waking nightmare. 

Using Music to Convey Emotion
Music occupies a central place in Hitchcock’s 
concept of Pure Cinema. Music is commonly used 
by Hitchcock to evoke a range of deep emotions 
and to generate dramatic tension and suspense. 
The director’s collaboration with composer Bernard 
Herrmann on the scores for Vertigo and Psycho is 
viewed as a high point in cinema history.

In Vertigo, the haunting musical score conveys 
the romantic feelings of the protagonist Scottie for 
Madeleine as they spiral into full-blown obsession. 
In Madeleine’s first appearance in the restaurant 
scene, the soundtrack gradually builds in emotional 
intensity, the strings powerfully evoking the 
feelings of love and romantic fascination that 
suddenly overwhelm Scottie. 

Bernard Herrmann’s music gives the scene a 
dreamlike quality, as if a romantic fantasy has 
come to life. However, we can also detect an 
undercurrent of tragedy within the score that 
evokes a feeling of loss and a sense that Madeleine 
may be a doomed figure. 

Hitchcock has remarked that around 33% of the 
suspenseful atmosphere in Psycho is due to the 
effect of the music. The fast-paced, driving music 
that accompanies the opening credits generates 
an all-pervasive feeling of menace. Herrmann’s 
soundtrack for Psycho was scored for a string 
section only and the relentless, rhythmic strings 
intensify the sense of dread in the scene where 
Marion drives through the rain towards the Bates 
Motel. Hitchcock uses the score to build an 
atmosphere of mounting suspense and to suggest 
to the audience that something terrible is going 
to happen to Marion. Herrmann’s unnerving 
score is fully unleashed in the Shower Scene. The 
screeching violin strings accentuate the staccato 
effect of the abrasive montage editing, creating 
a moment of visceral and psychic terror. The 
chilling soundtrack seems to mimic the slashing 
movements of the knife, giving us the feeling that 
we are descending, with the victim, into a whirlpool 
of horror. 


