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Alfred Hitchcock, called by many the master of suspense in American film, understood that suspense is created through limiting the amount of knowledge available to the audience. It is because his viewers do not know what exactly is going on or what exactly is going to happen that they are apprehensive, that they are held in suspense. In order to limit said knowledge, Hitchcock employed a variety of techniques, one of the most famous of which is point-of-view (POV). In his films To Catch a Thief and Shadow of a Doubt, released in 1955 and 1943 respectively, Hitchcock uses both types of the POV technique: he tells the story through the eyes of one character (subjective POV) and creates specific POV shots designed to make the audience feel as through they are literally looking out from behind that character’s eyes. By utilizing these techniques and thus making his audiences experience the same ignorance and consequent revelations as his main characters, Hitchcock takes two very different films, one a light-hearted romantic thriller, To Catch a Thief, one a film noir-esque drama, Shadow of a Doubt, and turns them both into highly suspenseful, highly enjoyable movies.


However, in order to understand how Hitchcock used POV as one of his main techniques in the creation of suspense, it is first necessary to understand exactly what is meant by the terms “subjective POV” and “POV shot” in the film industry. When a movie is filmed from a certain character’s point of view, the camera usually follows that person; the story is told through his/her interactions with others and the world.
 In other words, the audience only has access to the information that the character has access to; while this is not a hard and fast rule of the subjective POV technique, it does generally hold true for the majority of the movie. A POV shot, on the other hand, is a specific kind of shot; or, more precisely, it is a series of three shots, each coming directly after the other, that create the illusion for the audience that they are behind the character’s eyes. The first shot is of a character looking at something, the second is of the object he/she is seeing, and the third is of the character again, showing his/her reaction to what he/she has seen.
 Hitchcock routinely uses this particular series of shots to reveal some key bit of knowledge; however, the key aspect of his use of the POV shot is that it puts the audience in the position of the character doing the looking; at that moment, and usually throughout the film, the audience sees nothing that the character does not see. This limited perspective leads to empathy for the character from whose point of view the story is being told; after all, the best way of creating sympathy for a character is to have the audience metaphorically walk awhile in his/her shoes. Thus, Hitchcock creates a sense of fellow-feeling in the audience for the onscreen character through his use of POV, and it is this empathy that leads the audience to be apprehensive and anticipate with baited breath the film’s denouement.

For example, To Catch a Thief opens with John Robie (Cary Grant’s character) working in his garden. He sees ominous men driving up towards his villa, and, when upon introduction they turn out to be unsympathetic police, he immediately enacts a plan of escape that leaves him free to discover that a copy cat thief is on the prowl, to read the newspaper wherein it is intimated that said thief must be him, and to begin the hunt for the actual burglar. Throughout this scene, the audience sees the world more or less through John Robie’s eyes; while the actual POV shot is of him reading a newspaper (the technique was employed in this case to give the audience enough background to know that Robie is in fact a retired jewel thief), the camera is subjective.
 That is, it follows Robie in his various activities and, by showing him as a charming, overall decent man, helps the audience begin to identify with him while at the same time only allowing them to learn what Robie learns. It is because of this subjective camera that the audience trusts Robie and believes him when he defends himself against the accusations of everyone around him. However, Hitchcock films in such a way that the audience can never be entirely certain that Robie is in fact innocent; while one wants to believe him, it is impossible to be sure. Thus, Hitchcock creates tension and suspense in the viewers’ minds by giving them a dilemma; he leads them to want to trust Robie, then gives them various clues throughout the movie that perhaps they ought not to trust him.

This is why, when the film reaches its climactic denouement, the audience is so relieved to see, through Robie’s eyes in a POV shot, another shadowy figure climbing among the shingles.
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Up until this moment in the film, Hitchcock kept mixing his signals, keeping the audience on their toes: Robie befriends the Stevens family, but does he do it to bait the real thief or to burgle the house himself? This psychological quandary, of whether or not to trust Robie, is resolved only through, appropriately, a Robie POV shot. Of course, the rooftop chase is full of suspense, because Robie, who is now confirmed to be innocent, is often in danger of falling and/or being shot to death by the police.
 However, this suspense is not the same as the psychological suspense that Hitchcock held the audience in for most of the movie. Even though To Catch a Thief is, at heart, “the very best of the sort of movie that can be categorized as ‘fluff,’” Hitchcock manages to create tension and plenty of intrigue through his use of point of view and his knowledge of the audience’s psychology.
 Ultimately, while To Catch a Thief is a comedy, it does show Hitchcock yet again considering one of his themes, namely, how people act and react in odd, potentially lethal situations. Clearly, his knowledge of and interest in human psychology is not only limited to the audience, but to the characters he brings to life as well.

He again demonstrates this interest in Shadow of a Doubt, a film he frequently claimed as his favorite.
 In this movie, Uncle Charlie (played by Joseph Cotton) comes to stay with his sister’s family, the Newtons, one of whom is Charlie (Teresa Wright’s character), Uncle Charlie’s namesake. But what first appears to be a convivial visit soon becomes something else, to Charlie’s inquisitive mind. Throughout the film, the camera follows Charlie; she is portrayed as an innocent girl who idolizes her uncle. When Uncle Charlie gives her a ring with someone else’s initials on it, she thinks nothing of it other than that it will connect the two of them in the way that it once connected its original owner with a loved one.
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In this scene, although Charlie is momentarily confused, she soon goes back to smiling happily, and Uncle Charlie is being quite dashing; however, the audience, clued in from the opening scenes that Uncle Charlie is not quite on the level, is hyper-sensitive to his small “tells.” He tries to take the ring back from Charlie and cannot quite hide his unhappiness when she insists on keeping it.
 The POV shot here is of the initials on the ring; through this shot, Hitchcock both gives the audience another clue that something is wrong with Uncle Charlie and demonstrates the intelligent, observant nature of Charlie, the nature that eventually causes her to be in danger from her uncle. Again, Hitchcock, using the POV technique, manipulates the audience into empathizing with and liking Charlie and being suspicious of and disliking Uncle Charlie. By controlling what the viewers know, Hitchcock introduces tension into the story from the beginning; Uncle Charlie is running from something, but the something is kept vague enough that the viewers, though mistrustful, are inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt, especially when it becomes apparent how much Charlie adores him. Nevertheless, there is still that undefined sense of unease, unease that slowly grows each time he acts oddly and Charlie ignores it, or, worse still, believes it belies a good, as opposed to evil, secret he is hiding. She even says to him, “I have a feeling that inside you there's something nobody knows about... something secret and wonderful.”

Of course, it turns out that he is hiding something secret but not so wonderful: namely, he is a serial killer. Naturally, Hitchcock, in true style, creates the suspense that fills the second half of the movie by having Charlie find out the truth about Uncle Charlie. Rather than have her disillusionment be the film’s denouement, Hitchcock uses it to fuel the movie’s psychological tension. Charlie races to the library, where the truth is revealed in a series of POV shots. The audience reads the newspaper clipping with Charlie, then sees her inspect the ring again, and finally, watches as she connects the initials engraved on the ring with the initials of the latest victim of the “Merry Widow Murderer.”
 From this moment on, the audience is held in suspense by their fear for Charlie, and Charlie is held in suspense first by her inability to believe that her uncle is a serial killer and then, once he confirms it, by his refusal to leave. She is forced to live with and be pleasant to a man who only she knows is a serial killer; not only is she extraordinarily tense, but the audience is also, precisely because they are viewing this cinematically created world through her eyes. The viewers are in the same boat as Charlie—they know what Uncle Charlie is, but are unable to see a way out of the situation. Thus, Hitchcock binds both Charlie and the audience in anticipation and suspense that he creates entirely through revealing just enough knowledge to make them apprehensive, but not enough so that they can resolve said tension.

Ultimately, Shadow of a Doubt fully deserves its placement in the category of psychological thriller; it is dramatic, frightening, and full of suspense that is mostly created by the viewers’ minds. However, Hitchcock achieved this effect not only through the simple retelling of the story itself, but also through his use of the POV filming techniques. As can be seen when To Catch a Thief is set beside Shadow of a Doubt, Hitchcock, no matter what genre he was working within, be it comedy or drama, understood how to create tension and suspense through filming. But he was only able to create such suspense because he understood the nature of human psychology; he understood that people are curious, that if they are given a hint of the existence of secrets they will attempt to find out more. Thus, he directed his films so that the audience experiences a world through one character’s eyes, and, in so doing, begins to empathize with and root for that character. Even though one is a suave ex-burglar and one is an innocent girl, the audience loves John Robie and Charlie equally; of course, the viewers then become nervous when it appears that there could be trouble for either one of these characters, because they (the viewers) are not omniscient. They do not know that all will end well; they know only what the central character knows, because they view the diagetic world only through this character’s eyes. This creation of suspense was undoubtedly Hitchcock’s forte, and he was such a master of it precisely because he was fascinated by human psychology, by how people react to both unusual circumstances and the sudden revelation of the unknown. If nothing else, then, both To Catch a Thief and Shadow of a Doubt are worth watching because they show not only a true student of psychology exploring various theories about how people handle having limited amounts of knowledge, but also a master director at work.
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