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Isolation
Proximity is one way that we group 
objects together. Isolat ion is 
proximity in reverse; something that 
is visually distanced from a group is 
emphasized. 

I n t h i s s c ene f r om Fo r e i gn 
Correspondent, our attention is so 
focused on the murder victim 
dramatically isolated from the crowd 
that we have missed the assassin, 
who blends in to the group. 

Alfred Hitchcock 
Film directors use focal points to shift the viewers’ attention to particular characters or 
props. These subtle visual maneuvers create the narrative of the film, showing the viewer 
important details that may be unknown to the characters themselves., or distracting us 
from the action. The following images show Alfred Hitchcock’s use of focal points in his 
suspenseful films. To find the focal point, ask yourself “where do my eyes fall first?”

Communicating with Emphasis

Placement
In this scene from Suspicion, a 
glass of milk becomes ominous. 
How did Hitchcock draw our 
attention to a nondescript 
object like a beverage?

The milk is centered in the frame, 
with linear shadows and the 
edges of the staircase pointing 
to it. (Hitchcock also placed a 
light bulb in the milk to make it 
glow, which is a great example 
of the next technique: contrast.)

Images: Hitchcock, Alfred, dir. Foreign Correspondent, Walter Wanger Productions, 1940. Film.
Hitchcock, Suspicion, RKO Radio Pictures, 1941. 
Following page: Hitchcock, Rebecca, Selznick International Pictures, 1940. 
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High Contrast
Contrast is any kind of great visual 
difference: a rectangular shape standing 
out from a crowd of curves, or a brightly 
colored object standing out from browns 
and grays. 

In this example from Rebecca, we’re looking 
at value contrast: the amount of difference 
between shades of grey. The scales below 
each picture show the predominant shades 
of gray used for each character. 

The heroine on the right is clearly 
distressed, but the middle grey tones of her 
features blend in to the background. 
Competing for our attention is the 
unemotional Mrs. Danvers and her dark 
black profile against the bright white light. 
While Mrs. Danvers’ speaking part is small 
and her role as a housekeeper seems 
insignificant, Hitchcock visually shows that 
she will be a key figure in the story.

Low contrast: 
less difference 
between grays.

High contrast: 
more difference 
between grays.


