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Learning outcomes
Students should be able to:
•  demonstrate knowledge and understanding of 

the Classical Hollywood Style, its origins and 
contemporary relevance; and

•  discuss the continuity style and explain the 
purpose of storytelling conventions through the 
following techniques: 

 – invisible editing; 
 – linear continuity; 
 – the 180 degree rule; 
 – eye line matches; 
 – shot reverse shot; and 
 – use of establishing shots. 

The Classical Hollywood Style

Course Content

Origins of the Classical
Hollywood Style
In the early 20th century, pioneering Hollywood 
filmmakers developed a particular style of shooting 
and editing geared towards making film narratives 
easy to understand. This became known as the 
Classical Hollywood Style or continuity style 
and from the very outset proved popular with both 
filmmakers themselves and with audiences. D.W. 
Griffith is seen as the most important pioneer of film 
narrative. The director made over 400 short films for 
the Biograph Company between 1908 and 1913. 

When Hollywood began to make feature films such 
as D.W. Griffith’s historical epics Birth of a Nation 

(1915) and Intolerance (1916), the continuity 
style became institutionalised. It is known as the 
Classical Hollywood Style because in the Golden Age 
of Hollywood (the 1930’s to the early 1950’s) every 
studio employed these storytelling mechanisms and 
stylistic conventions with slight variations. 
 
Despite the massive economic and technological 
changes that have transformed the film industry 
over the past century, the continuity style has 
remained remarkably constant. From the no-budget 
short to the mega blockbuster, D.W. Griffith’s 
innovations in film language and cinematic 
narrative continue to provide the basic formula for 
filmmaking today and remains the dominant mode 
of cinematic storytelling.
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Purpose of the Continuity Style
The continuity style developed as a way to present 
a story in a logical, forward and linear progression. 
The most important aspect of this particular style 
is that it encourages the audience to become 
enthralled and captivated by a story but actively 
discourages that audience from consciously 
noticing the editing and camera techniques that 
are used to tell it. 

The continuity style deliberately sets out to make 
camera technique and editing invisible or, at the 
very least, unobtrusive. The storytelling techniques 
must not draw attention to themselves. 

In films made within the Hollywood studio system 
the events on screen seem to take place within a 
world of their own. They look as though they have 
simply been captured by some kind of unseen 
observer who just happened to be watching and 
recording the action from convenient and suitable 
positions or angles. This is the key to the continuity 
style; its ability to tell a story whilst at the same time 
hiding the storytelling mechanisms themselves.

Classical Hollywood Conventions
Through constant innovation and simple trial 
and error, D.W. Griffith evolved a basic set of 
rules for the continuity style. Central to the 
continuity style is invisible editing (also known 
as continuity editing), which constructs narrative 
out of small pieces of action in such a way that the 
joining together of each individual piece remains 
unnoticed by the audience and, as a result, the 
action appears continuous. Continuity editing 
techniques are used to create linear continuity. 

These techniques include:
Eye line matches; the purpose of the eye line 
match is to keep eye lines matched, from one shot 
to another, maintaining the direction a person is 
gazing in throughout a scene or sequence.

Match on action (also known as cut on action); 
this is where the editor cuts from one shot of a 
particular action to another view that matches the 
first shot’s action.

Cross-cutting; action that occurs at the same 
time but in different locations is edited together to 
create narrative tension and suggest juxtapositions.

Shot reverse shot; a series of over-the-shoulder 
shots is used to alternate from one character to 
another, a technique most frequently used in 
dialogue sequences.

Point-of-view shot (also known as ‘POV’); the 
camera is used to directly represent the viewpoint 
of a character. This involves creating a series of 
shots that show a character and then show what the 
character is looking at. As Kolker explains, “The result 
of these constructions is that narrative proceeds in 
a straight trajectory through time. Any transitions 
that break linearity (flashbacks, for example) are 
carefully prepared for, and all narrative threads are 
sewn together at the end. The continuity style is 
a remarkable form because of its persistence, its 
invisibility, and because we learn how to read it 
easily and without any instruction other than seeing 
the films themselves.” (Kolker, 1998)

The 180 degree rule is another key convention 
of the Classical Hollywood Style, which enables 
the filmmaker to ensure spatial continuity from 
shot to shot. The rule states that the camera must 
always be placed on only one side of the imaginary 
line that is created by the gaze or movement of 
the characters. The 180 degree rule ensures that 
characters are facing in the right direction when 
they look at, or move towards, another character. 
Breaking this rule and crossing the imaginary line 
will mean that characters are not facing in the right 
direction which will disorientate the audience. 

Use of establishing shots is also central to the 
continuity style. Hollywood filmmakers developed 
a logical order of shot construction. This would 
begin with an establishing shot (usually a wide or 
extreme long shot) revealing the location of the 
action and would then cut to a closer view of the 
space and the characters inhabiting it (through a 
medium shot or close-up). 
 
The economy that these basic methods of shooting 
and editing could offer was an important reason 
why the film industry embraced the continuity 
style. Hollywood directors quickly learned to film all 
of the scenes in a given location, without worrying 
about shooting out of sequence. They shot each 
scene from as many different angles as possible, 
filming multiple takes. This method of coverage 
provided a range of different possibilities and 
choices when it came to the editing process.
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