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

the techniques Hitchcock uses to create suspense 
and analyse how these are used in the thriller or 
horror genres.

Alfred Hitchcock’s Narrative Rules of Suspense

Course Content

“Mystery is an intellectual process, like in a 
‘whodunnit’. But suspense is essentially an 
emotional process. You can only get suspense going 
by giving the audience information.”
Alfred Hitchcock (Spoto, 1983). 

Alfred Hitchcock was always careful to differentiate 
his films from the mystery or detective genres, 
where the identity of the criminal or killer is kept 
hidden from the audience until the mystery is 
solved. For Hitchcock suspense has certain narrative 
rules which must be followed. 

1. Vicarious Suspense  
The first rule relates to letting the audience into the 
secret as early as possible. Suspense in a Hitchcock 
film is therefore generated when the audience 
experiences anxieties and uncertainties on behalf 

of a film character. This happens after the audience 
is given important narrative information which the 
character is not aware of. This type of suspense is 
known as vicarious suspense.  

To explain his approach, Hitchcock used the scenario 
of a bomb planted under a table. If the bomb 
suddenly goes off, without the audience being aware 
of its presence, the result is a fifteen second surprise. 
However, if the audience is made aware of the ticking 
of the bomb while the characters are not aware of 
it, the audience will feel anxiety on behalf of the 
characters and the director can create a long and 
drawn-out scene of mounting suspense.

Hitchcock felt therefore, that it was important to 
inform the audience as much as possible, with the 
exception of films containing a surprise revelatory 
twist or unexpected ending. 
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The bomb sequence in Sabotage (1936) is a key 
example of Hitchcock’s use of vicarious suspense. 
The young boy, Stevie, carries a package across 
London unaware that it contains a bomb. The 
audience is made aware that the bomb will explode 
at a specific time and Hitchcock uses repeated 
images and sounds of a ticking clock to build up 
suspense over an extended period of time. However, 
Hitchcock felt that he made a serious error with 
this particular sequence by allowing the bomb to 
explode. The bomb kills the child and Hitchcock 
described this as “bad technique” as it short-
changed the audience who had just invested so 
much emotion in the young boy’s fate. 

The exception to the rule of revealing narrative 
information to the audience, according to 
Hitchcock, would only be if the film were to have 
a surprise twist or unexpected ending whose 
revelation to the audience would be an important 
part of the story.

2. Shared Suspense  
There are many instances in Hitchcock’s films 
where the director does not consistently apply his 
first narrative rule of suspense. Often the audience 
is made to share the suspense with a character, 
rather than on the character’s behalf. Shared 
suspense involves both the character and the 
audience being aware of a threat to the character. 
The narratives of Rebecca (1940) and Suspicion 
(1941) are structured around shared suspense, 
with the protagonist and the audience fearing the 
threat from the husband. Other Hitchcock films 
employ shared suspense in key sequences such 
as the scene in Rear Window (1954) where Lisa is 
discovered breaking into the killer’s apartment 
and Jeffries is forced to watch helplessly as his 
girlfriend is attacked.

It could be argued that fearing along with, rather 
than simply for, a character elicits a more intense 
experience of suspense, as shared suspense creates 
a greater identification with a character’s mental 
and emotional state. This becomes important when 
we consider that many of the strongest examples of 
shared suspense in Hitchcock’s films involve female 
protagonists. As Hitchcock scholars have noted, by 
offering an acute insight into what it feels like to 
be on the receiving end of male violence, shared 
suspense never allows us to see women such as 
Alicia in Notorious as simply victims. 

3. Dual or Split Suspense 
Often Hitchcock makes the audience identify with 
more than one character in his films. This is known 
as dual or split suspense. The entire second half of 
Psycho is structured around dual or split suspense 
where tension is generated by the audience being 
made to experience the conflicting emotions of 
fearing along with Norman that his attempts to 
conceal Marion’s murder will be discovered while 
also emotionally identifying with the investigative 
characters’ attempts to discover what has 
happened to Marion. Hitchcock in effect places the 
audience in a dual or split perspective of wanting 
the investigation into Marion’s murder to succeed 
but dreading the consequences for Norman. 

4. Direct Suspense  
Another form of suspense identifiable within a 
Hitchcock film is known as direct suspense. Direct 
suspense is where we experience anxiety and 
uncertainty primarily on our own rather than on a 
character’s behalf. In this form of suspense, which 
is not dependent on identification with a character 
for its effect, the audience itself is placed in 
grave danger. 

The climactic scenes of Psycho are a striking example 
of direct suspense. Hitchcock employs POV (point 
of view) camera technique to place the audience in 
extreme jeopardy. As Susan Smith explains; 

“In Psycho, the viewer, as the only constant 
throughout the film, is required to shoulder the 
cumulative burden of the suspense more fully 
and directly than in any other Hitchcock film. The 
tracking point-of-view shots used during Lila’s 
approach towards the Bates house not only build 
us into the female character’s experience but also 
render us susceptible to the kinds of horrific attack 
already inflicted upon two of the characters…We not 
only fear with Lila and for her, but also dread that 
this time it is we who are going to be assaulted with 
something quite horrific.” (Smith, 2000)

At the moment where Mrs Bates’ corpse spins 
around to face Lila, Hitchcock dispenses with POV 
camera technique and confronts the viewer directly 
with the shocking close-up of the dead woman’s 
grinning skull. In Psycho’s final scene, the viewer 
is again placed directly into the visual structure 
of the film in a situation of direct suspense when 
the camera takes us alone into Norman’s cell and 
gradually tracks towards him as his eyes stare 
outwards at both the camera and the viewer. 
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5. Surprise
Hitchcock also withholds narrative information 
from the audience and will occasionally spring 
a surprise that seems to run contrary to his 
other rules of suspense. Two of Hitchcock’s most 
acclaimed films, Psycho and Vertigo, depend upon 
the sustained withholding of information from the 
audience, paving the way for dramatic revelations 
that we commonly associate with the mystery 
genre. As Douglas Pye explains, “each of the 
films depart radically from Hitchcock’s expressed 
preference for the methods of suspense, in which 
the spectator is placed in a position of knowledge, 
in favour of surprise, in which something previously 
withheld is suddenly revealed.” (Pye, 1992)

The narrative rewards of Hitchcock seemingly 
breaking his own rules of suspense in Psycho are 
the electric shock of the shower murder of the 
main character, a third of the way into the film, and 
the final revelation that Norman, rather than his 
mother, is the psychotic killer.  
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