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THE INFLUENCE OF ALFRED HITCHCOCK’S CINEMATIC STYLE

FACTFILE:
GCE AS LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Learning outcomes
Students should be able to: 
•  explain the influence of Hitchcock’s cinematic 

style on the work of contemporary filmmakers; and
•  analyse the cinematic style of filmmakers who 

have been influenced by Hitchcock.

The influence of Alfred Hitchcock’s Cinematic Style

Course Content

Alfred Hitchcock’s innovative approach to visual 
storytelling and the central themes of his work have 
had a profound influence on world cinema, shaping 
film genres such as crime and horror and inspiring 
generations of young directors to experiment with 
film language.

In Paris in the 1960’s, French New Wave directors, 
Francois Truffaut and Claude Chabrol embraced 
Hitchcock’s dark vision of criminality, while in 
London, young Polish director Roman Polanski 
created a terrifying Hitchcockian nightmare in his 
debut film, Repulsion (1965).

In the 1970’s, as his career was coming to an 
end, Hitchcock was a seminal influence on the 
young directors of the New Hollywood, including 
Steven Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola, Martin 
Scorsese and Brian De Palma. Over the past four 
decades, this influence has expanded greatly with 
Hitchcock’s body of work functioning as a virtual 
film school for learning the rules of the Classical 
Hollywood Style, as well as how to break them. The 
director’s influence is so far-reaching, that the term 
‘Hitchcockian’ is now universally applied in the 
analysis of contemporary cinema. The directors of 
the New Hollywood drew inspiration from a wide 
range of Hitchcock’s techniques. 
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Martin Scorsese
Dynamic camera movements are a key means 
through which Martin Scorsese generates a 
nervous energy in his movies. Scorsese has 
created his own directorial signature by combining 
Hitchcock’s expressive use of point-of-view 
(POV) camera and editing technique with slow-
motion cinematography to convey the inner lives 
of his tormented male protagonists. Hitchcock’s 
collaboration with Bernard Herrmann impressed 
Scorsese so much that he hired the composer to 
write the foreboding musical score of Taxi Driver 
(1976) which Hermann completed the night before 
his death. Scorsese’s most Hitchcockian film is 
his 1992 remake of the revenge thriller Cape Fear 
which features Herrmann’s original score. The 
climactic scene in Francis Ford Coppola’s The 
Godfather (1972) is structured around a pattern of 
Hitchcockian cross-cutting between a religious 
service and a series of brutal Mafia assassinations. 

Steven Spielberg
Steven Spielberg famously employed the dolly 
zoom, Hitchcock’s “Vertigo shot”, to create one of 
the most unsettling moments in Jaws (1975). The 
technique is used to emphasise Brody’s horror at 
witnessing a shark attack. Spielberg has in fact 
frequently drawn inspiration from Hitchcock’s work, 
using his techniques to similar ends. In his debut 
film Duel (1971) Spielberg applies Hitchcockian use 
of camera angles and editing to create maximum 
suspense in this tale of an innocent motorist 
pursued by a sinister truck. Duel’s many scenes of 
man versus machine amidst wide-open spaces are 
reminiscent of the famous crop-duster sequence in 
North by Northwest (1959).

Spielberg also injects a Hitchcockian sense of 
humour to his film. In a deliberate echo of the 
amusing bystanders and incidental characters 
who add colour to Hitchcock’s films (such as the 
other man waiting by the bus stop in North by 
Northwest’s crop-duster sequence) Duel’s hero 
encounters various eccentric characters during his 
perilous ordeal.

Spielberg’s Minority Report (2002), a science fiction 
film in which a fugitive police officer is framed for 
murder, owes its greatest stylistic and thematic 
debts to Hitchcock’s tales of innocent men on 
the run. The film draws upon Hitchcock films such 
as Saboteur (1942) and The 39 Steps (1935) and 
even goes as far as including a thrilling chase 

through an automated car factory in which the 
film’s hero is encased in a newly-built vehicle. This 
entire sequence is based directly upon a concept 
Hitchcock had devised for North by Northwest but 
was never able to film. 

Brian De Palma 
Brian De Palma remains the director who most 
publicly declares his debt to Hitchcock and many 
of his thrillers borrow techniques directly from 
Hitchcock and explore similar themes. De Palma’s 
film Sisters (1973), for example, borrows Rear 
Window’s notion of a disbelieved witness trying to 
prove that they really did witness a murder and 
uses stately gliding camera-work and a score by 
Bernard Hermann, both of which are deliberately 
reminiscent of Psycho (1960). De Palma’s horror 
film Carrie (1976) contains similar nods and 
appropriations and even his films outside the 
thriller and horror genres pay deliberate homage 
to Hitchcock. 

Influence on the Thriller
As Hitchcock’s approach to film language and 
suspense has been so influential, it is hard to cite 
a contemporary thriller that isn’t, on some level, 
indebted to him. One noteworthy recent example 
is Peter Jackson’s The Lovely Bones (2009). In 
one extended sequence a teenage girl, suspecting 
that a neighbour is responsible for her sister’s 
disappearance, breaks into his house. Conceptually 
the sequence is reminiscent of Rear Window 
with a plucky and resourceful character illegally 
trespassing on someone else’s property in order 
to uncover a gruesome crime. Stylistically the 
sequence is also very reminiscent of Hitchcock with 
cross-cutting between the amateur detective and 
the approaching neighbour being used to generate 
almost unbearable levels of suspense. 

More direct borrowings from Hitchcock prop up 
a range of twenty-first century thrillers. David 
Fincher’s films Panic Room (2002) and Gone Girl 
(2014) both apply stylish editing and camera work 
to finely honed suspense plots filled with the sorts 
of twists and turns Hitchcock would have relished. 
Grand Piano (Eugenio Mira, 2013) riffs on the 
concert hall finale of Hitchcock’s The Man Who 
Knew Too Much (1956). The TV series Bates Motel 
(2013-present day), a modernised prequel exploring 
the troubled teen years of Psycho’s Norman Bates, 
suggests that directors and screenwriters will never 
cease drawing inspiration from Hitchcock. 
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Influence of Pure Cinema
Hitchcock’s notion of ‘Pure Cinema’, his often 
expressed belief that cinema is most effective 
when it uses dialogue sparingly and allows visual 
elements and action to carry the narrative, remains 
influential. In recent years films as diverse as the 
childrens’ animated feature Shaun the Sheep The 
Movie (2015), the man at sea survival film All is 
Lost (J.C. Chandor, 2013) and the sci-fi action epic 
Mad Max: Fury Road (Peter Jackson, 2015) have all 
employed Pure Cinema techniques. In these cases 
the filmmakers have allowed their stories to unfold 
without dialogue-heavy scenes of exposition, and 
have trusted the audience’s ability to interpret the 
story visually. 


