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Cinematography Analysis of  'Halloween'.

John Carpenters 'Halloween' is one of the most successful horror movies to date, grossing 
more than '$47m' (Kev Geoghehan, 2013). There was even a blu-ray copy made and 
distributed last year in 2013, in celebration of it's 35th year of release.  There are a lot of 
factors that contribute towards it's successes and a lot of documentaries and literature 
explaining the different components, for example 'Halloween: A cut Above The Rest' 
(2003) but I have struggled to find anything that explains a crucial element of what made 
the film; cinematography. The purpose of this study was to explore the theory of 
cinematography and Dean Cundey's practical application of it in 'Halloween' that has made 
it one of the most successful movies of the horror genre to date.  

Dean Cundey is a long time successful cinematographer having worked on credited films 
such as the Back To The Future Movies, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, Flubber, Jurassic 
Park, and many more high grossing films. But what do these films all have in common? 
The same cinematographer. As a student of film and a lover of the horror genre I wanted to 
see how much of a difference the cinematography makes in producing a good film. I picked 
John Carpenter's Halloween (1978) as it is one of the most successful and influential 
horror films to date, based on the $47m it has grossed since it's release. (Kev Geoghehan, 
2013). In order to do this, I had to analyse the film itself but also research the topic that is 
cinematography. 

In simple terms, cinematography is the art of photography and camerawork in film-
making. But it is the practical techniques of cinematography applied to both the 
photography and camerawork during filming that makes it an 'art'. Cinematography is 
there to '...add layers of meaning and subtext to the 'content' of the film- the dialog and 
action' (Blain Brown, 2012, p. 2) But what are the conceptual techniques/tools used in 
cinematography? You must not look at these tools in the case of physical equipment such 
as the camera, lights, mounts etc. but the elements that create the final visual picture using 
the employment of the physical equipment. According to Cinematography, Theory and 
Practice, the tools consist of the frame, light and colour, the lens, movement,  texture, 
establishing and POV (Blain brown,2012) whereas Film Art narrows it down to the 
filmmaker being able to  '… select the range of tonalities, manipulate the speed of motion, 
and transform perspective.' (Bordwell and Thompson, 2012, p.160) Although these 
literatures' split these effects into categories that differ from one another, the fundamental 
sub-categories such as exposure and perspective remain the same in any case. Because 
mine is an analytical piece, I looked at a website published by YALE on film analysis and in 
particular, the cinematography section. They boiled the main aspects of cinematography 
down to 4 sections, which are; quality, framing, scaling and camera movement 
(Prunes,2002). These seemed like logical categories to me and so I followed a similar 
system when analysing Halloween. 

Halloween is a film set in a fictional town of Haddonfield, situated in Illinois, 
America. It is the story of a 6 year old boy, Michael Myers, who on Halloween night 
in 1963 stabs his own sister to death. 15 years pass and he escapes from the 



psychiatric hospital he was sent to and returns to his home town. He begins stalking 
Laurie Strode and her teenage friends. His psychiatrist Dr.Sam Loomis is suspicious 
of his intentions and pursues him to Haddonfield in an attempt to stop him from 
killing. For the sake of brevity I have only picked 3 scenes from the film which I will 
now analyse.

  
The first scene of the film opens on the home of 6 year old Michael Myers. 
You first see an establishing shot of the house. It is a high contrast shot made 
with low key lighting. The lights from inside the house and the white of the 
exterior of the house stand out against the silhouetted foreground of the 
bushes and the garden, which draws the attention of the audience to focus on 
just the house which must play a significant role in the rest of the scene, 
which it does. Everything is in focus, which gives a large depth of field, so the 
audience gets a clear view of the location, another signifier that it is an 
important part to the story. The house is well exposed, showing a lot of detail 
whereas the bushes and the garden is under exposed, showing no detail at all. 
Again, this is to conceal everything but the house as that is the most 
important part of the shot that the audience should be focused on. It adds 
mystery to the location because you don't know what else is there, creating a 
tense atmosphere. 

The camera moves in closer towards the front of the house and then sweeps 
round to the side to 'peer' through the window. In this case the camera is 
giving you a point of view shot from an unknown character. This is a 
subjective POV (point of view) which instantly involves the audience by them 



sharing their perspective with the character. This POV was created by Dean 
Cundey's moving Panaglide camera. The camera is placed at a fairly low angle 
from below, this makes the audience almost inhabit the mind of the character,
in conjunction with the fast camera movement when they turned to peek 
through the window and travelled around the circumference of the house, 
looking everywhere. This makes the audience feel a sense of unease and they 
share the feeling of apprehension or urgency with the character because they 
are moving with the character not just watching them. Because we know it is 
the perspective of the character but the view is from a low angle, it makes the 
audience question who the character is. They must be small or at a low height, 
a child maybe? The scene is done with a wide-angled lens which gives a larger 
depth of field so the audience can see every last detail. It gives the audience a 
chance to take everything in and see it in detail. The scene began with an 
extreme long shot of the house and then moved in to a long shot of the 
exterior of the house and then of Michael's sister and a boy who appear in 
long shot so you can see all of them as they leave the living room and head 
upstairs. 

The upstairs window goes dark and the character moves into the house, a 
hand is seen reaching into the kitchen drawer and they pull out a large knife. 
At this point the shot changes to have a shallow depth of field as the knife is 
out of focus, reflecting the disarrayed mindset of the character. In addition, as 
they reach for the knife the level of the frame is just above the counter, 
confirming our suspicions that it is most probably a child. 



The fact that a child is arming themselves signifies that they are a danger, 
which shouldn't be the case as we connote children with innocence, not 
violence. This builds tension because of the strangeness of the situation. Us 
and the character proceed through the house which is bathed in nocturnal 
light. You see the boyfriend leave as the camera settles to see him in a 
medium shot. This is to show the audience that he is leaving, and the girl, 
Judith Myers is now on her own with the intruder. He proceeds to go up the 
stairs into a low contrast, low exposed environment which restricts the 
viewers sight as they are plunged into darkness and further creates a tense 
atmosphere. He proceeds to the room where Judith Myers is, and a hand 
reappears to grab a mask fro the floor. This arm is definitely childlike and in 
costume so our suspicions that it is a child are confirmed. In addition to this 
the fact that the child knows how to move around the house and easily finds 
the girl's room signifies that he is affiliated with the victim. They put on a 
mask covering the lens with a matte where you can only see through the eyes. 



This further restricts the view of the audience and really focuses their 
attention to the characters pursuit as they approach the girl from behind, who 
is absent-mindedly brushing her hair. There is nowhere else to look but at the 
subject which makes the audience feel trapped, heightening their anxiety and 
created more tension. The girl turns to face Michael and we now know he is 
connected with victim as she screams his name just before he plunges the 
knife into her and stabs her to death. His eyes move from the victim to the 
knife as he is stabbing her. His attention is drawn to the knife which connotes 
he finds it interesting/ enjoyable. A very disturbing notion for the audience. 
There continues to be a shallow depth of field making the knife out of focus 
which reflects his state of mind – he is oblivious to the implications of his 
actions. This is further proven when we leave his dead sister's room, still through 
the perspective of the killer, as he steadily paces down the stairs and through the 
front door. The slow speed of which he uses to exit suggests his lack of agitation 
from the situation, implying he is not worried about the implications and has a lack 
of guilt over his actions. This is done by the steady movement of the camera. He 
descends and exits through the front door as a car pulls up and two adults emerge 
from the car. They are the parents of the Myers children. The matte that previously 
covered the camera is removed by the father as the camera changes to a reverse 
angle shot and shows us our first non-objective shot, an objective view of Michael 
myers, an innocent looking 6 year old boy, holding the bloodied knife he just used 
to stab his sister to death. 



This is a shot used to reveal the murderer and confirm the audience's suspicions 
once and for all, but it still leaves them shocked because of the innocent nature of 
the boy. He is shown in a single 'cowboy' shot and is positioned to the right of the 
screen. This composition is copied throughout the film, showing a pattern. When 
Michael is stalking the victims it will either be a subjective POV from his perspective 
or deep focus shots that foreground him, in either the right or left hand of the 
frame. The camera pulls out and upwards in an ariel/crane shot-almost escaping 
from the situation- to reveal his two parents stood either side of him, motionless in 
their confusion. This camera movement gives the viewer a feeling of omniscience 
over the characters in knowing what the boy has done and what he could be capable 
of, leaving them anxious and in anticipation of what is to follow. It is a long shot 
showing the characters but also the ordinary suburban household, destroyed by a 
terrible incident, showing a great contrast.   

The second scene involves Michael’s doctor (Dr.Loomis) and his conversation with 



two court psychiatrist's at the sanatorium about what actions are going to be taken 
with the boy. This scene filmed for the television version and was showed on the 
extended edition DVD.

This opening shot is done with a large depth of field showing everything in focus. It 
is also a wide-angle shot. This is so you can see everything that is going in and can 
take in the breadth of the room, much like the audience are still taking in the 
breadth of the situation. It has a low contrast to recreate the naturalistic lighting. 
The scene is evenly exposed 
so you can see all the detail. The two psychiatrists are central in the shot signifying 
they are central to the scene, and the camera is placed in an objective POV from 
above, giving the audience a spectators view. As the conversation progresses, the 
camera stays static but 'punches in' to reveal the character in a tighter shot. 

 

When the camera is on Dr.Loomis, we are looking at his from a low angle or a 
worms eye view, showing his authority, but when we look at the psychiatrists, we 
look at them from a high angle or a birds eye view showing their insignificance, 
especially to the doctor. This is further proven when we see a mid-shot of the 



doctors standing up central within frame, further asserting his dominance. 
However, the empty space either side of him suggests he is alone in his pursuit. 

  
The camera continues to 'punch in' until it is a close-up on each of the characters. 
When there is close up on the psychiatrists, there is a shallow depth of field showing 
only the one that is talking in focus, to draw your attention to what they're saying. 
This implies to content of the conversation is very important to the overall plot of 
the film. 

 
The camera remains static for all of these shots, remaining lifeless with no energy, 
implying the serious nature of the scene. The only movement is when the camera 
pans to follow the doctor exiting the room. He then walks down the corridor in a 
static long shot until he reaches a door. The camera then pans again to follow him 
inside the room. There is reverse shot as he enters the door, and a quick pan to 
Michael sat in a chair, in a fairly long shot to show all of him. The shot returns to 
the doctor and 'pushes in'. This continues with each of the characters. 



This shows the importance of the character in relation to the film in addition to their 
relationship with one another. 

I will now analyse the last scene in which Michael Myers, having killed Annie, Lynda and 
her boyfriend Bob is now in pursuit of Laurie after she has discovered the dead bodies of 
her friend's at Annies house.

After having put the kids she was babysitting to bed (Tommy and Lindsay) and getting no 
answer on the phone at Annie's house she goes over to investigate. It shows an objective 
POV of Laurie as the camera tracks out following her to the house 



It is a cowboy shot, showing her knees upwards and she is central in the shot. It is a high 
contrast shot created by low key lighting with low exposure enabling you to only see the 
house, her and a few other details. There is a lot of dark, empty space surrounding her, 
exaggerating her aloneness and making the audience wonder what could be in the 
shadows, creating tension. The background become out of focus sending all the viewers 
attention to Laurie, creating a sympathy with the character as they know what is waiting 
for her. There is then a reverse shot of the house, a subjective POV from Laurie's 
perspective as she approaches. The whole scene is shot in wide-angle to take full advantage 
of the space within the frame, allowing plenty of room for other objects to appear within 
the frame. There is a blue colour cast at this point which has connotations of night time 
and negative connotations of the cold, anxiety, and fear which are all applied here. This 
same colour cast was used in an earlier scene when Michael Myers escapes the mental 
institute (see image below), so it could a representation of his presence.



The camera follows her in long shot as she scouts the house for a sign that they are home. 
This is an objective POV. The use of low exposure and the blue colour cast is continually 
used as she enters the open door to the back of the house. She is still central to the frame 
with a lot of empty space, keeping the audience tense as they cannot fully see what is 
happening. Dean Cundey's uses deep focus once she has entered the room so the audience 
can see some details from within the dark, which keeps there eyes scanning for what could 
emerge. As you can see below, the left third of the frame is in complete darkness. A 
technique used throughout the film to build suspense. 

The camera continues to track in front and look behind at Laurie and she ascends up the 
stairs. It then changes to a reverse subjective view of a door in long shot. It is central to the 
frame and a light can be seen emitting from the frame of the door, and indication that 
there is something inside, which makes the audience anxious about whats on the other side 
of the door.  



The camera is always moving at a constant slow, steady pace to signify cautiousness. The 
camera pans up the length of the door. The pan is to recreate Laurie's caution as she looks 
u the door before opening it. It then cuts to a reverse shot of Laurie opening the door. This 
is a high contrast shot showing the door in full light but again the third left of the screen is 
unexposed showing dead space and an opportunity for something to emerge from the 
darkness. 

Laurie is seen in mid-shot until a reverse shot is shown of her dead friend Annie lying on 
the bed with the stolen grave stone of Michael's dead sister. 



The camera returns to the subjective perspective of Laurie and moves in as she gets a 
closer look at what has taken place, showing a mid-shot of Annie but what takes up most of 
the space is the grave stone, a strong symbol that confirms Laurie's thoughts of who it 
could be. In addition to this the only other light source within the frame is that of the 
pumpkin on the far right, a repeated motif used again and again within the film, to signify 
that it is Halloween night but also it is used whenever Michael Myers is present. This reveal 
shot is a shocking sight to the audience even though they knew she had been murdered. It 
then returns to an objective shot of Laurie's reaction as she stand in mid-shot stepping 
back and cowering in the corner. 



The use of dark light within the shot is put to use as Laurie moves backwards, the body of 
Bob, Lynda's boyfriend, springs from the darkness in an upside down hanging position. 
The reveal of his body from within the shadows is a use of the light that shocks and 
therefore scares the viewer. 

She proceeds to recoil from the body into the corner of the room where she is submerged 
in darkness. At this point the audience are already feeling tense after the reveals of the two 
bodies, and they are now slightly accustomed to things appearing from the dark so they 
would automatically think that some could come out of the dark where Laurie is an attack 
her. However, the next shot contradicts this prediction as it is from the well lit door that 
springs open to reveal the body of her other dead friend, Lynda. The audience's 
expectations are shattered making them nervous because now they do not know what to 
expect, anything could happen.  

The camera remains objective as Laurie flees but the camera is static, only panning to 



follow Laurie as she is framed in mid-shot and moves into the background to show a longer 
shot. The camera then punches in to show her in mid-shot again against the wall next to a 
door frame. At this point she is bathed in blue light connoting the imminent presence of 
Michael. The central third of the frame is in complete shadow but as the shot lingers on 
Laurie, a face appears in the right hand of the frame. The wide angled shot allows you to 
see Laurie's distraught expression in addition to the imminent danger of the killer, Michael 
Myers. The audience's nerves are already tethered by the shocking body reveals, and this 
sense of fear is only heightened when she walks up to the camera and steps into close-up, 
but there is a shallow depth of field with the camera putting Michael in focus in the 
background as he lunges at her with a knife, cutting to a close-up when the knife comes in 
contact with her, but it only tears her blouse.

The viewer now see's a close-up shot of Laurie's reaction, a terrified one, as she drops out 
of the frame and then it cuts to a mid-shot of her falling over the bannister. This close-up is 
to reveal the terror on her face, and makes the audience sympathise with her situation, and 
fear for her safety. 



It then becomes a fear for the viewers safety as they are put into the subjective perspective 
of Lauries herself as she falls down the stairs, in what I assume is a 360 ariel/steadycam 
shot. The shot is so quick and blurry it mimicks the disarray of the situation and that at 
this stage the films has reached its pinnacle of horror- or so you think. She is sprawled at 
the bottom of the stairs in a long shot to show her physical state and that she is still alive. 
The camera then interchanges between Lauries trying to get out of the house and Micael 
trying to peruse her. We see Micael at the top of the stairs in long-shot with his body in 
silhouette. The viewer can only see the shape of him with no detail but his face, which is 
disguised aswell. This implies that he just has the shape of a man but there is something 
more dark and sinister within, instilling fear into the audience. In addition to this it shows 
him from a low angle, signifying his power at this time. 

 

 Laurie runs to one of the rooms, locks the door and tries to scape from the window. The 
camera stays very still for the action to play out in front of you and 'punches in' closer to 
Laurie and then the door. We settle on the door where Michael breaks through and enters. 
We see a close-up of Laurie as she smashes the window as Michael approaches, showing 
her disparity in trying to escape. She manages to the flee to the next house over where she 
knocks on the door and screams for help. 



This high exposure of lights connotes warmth and safety, and gives hope to the audience in 
that she fight find refuge but this hope quickly diminishes and the light goes off and she is 
plunges into darkness. The camera tracks behind her in a fast motion as she returns to the 
house where she was babysitting. This increase in tempo helps build tension. We then see a 
reverse shot of the house where she escapes with a long shot of Michael and he continues 
to chase her down. 

This use of deep focus allows you to see how Micael blends into the shadows and moves 
closer unnoticed. Tommy opens the door just before Micael reaches her. She tried to make 
a phone call but the phone is disconnected. A pan down an open window shows that there 
is an opening to the house, and we then see Laurie in mid-shot as the camera pans down to 
follow her crouching in front of the sofa. The camera is held at a high angle to show 
vulnerability of her at this stage.      
 



The camera then 'punches' in to a close-up and is level with her, so the audience becomes 
more involved and feels more attached to character. At this point a shadow emerges from 
behind the sofa,  the silhouette of Michael and a close-up of his knife as he plunges it into 
the sofa, just missing her. He is placed at a higher level then her to show his dominance 
over her. It then quickly returns to a close-up of her as she stabs him in the neck with a 
knitting needle. We then proceed to see his shadowed face in close-up as he staggers 
backwards, pulls the needle out and drops to the floor. We then return to the high angle 
shot of Laurie is the same position.

In this shot her and the sofa are enveloped with light, and as I said before we connote light 
with warmth and safety, but also goodness. So this signifies that she is now safe and that 
she is even triumphant in defeating the crazed killer. She gets up and we see a reverse shot 
of her peering over the sofa, then a subjective shot of Michael lying lifelessly on the floor. 
He is emerged in darkness connoting that he is the villain and the stillness of the shot 
signifies that it is over and he is dead. We then go to a long shot of the doctor who is 
approaching the house where she is babysitting and has just killed Michael. 

We then return to an objective view of Laurie coming to check on the kids upstairs, seeing 
her in long shot as she approaches the camera. The top of the landing is more exposed and 
brighter than the downstair, ensuring their safety as it is no longer dark. She bends down 



and embraces the children as we see a shot of her in close-up whilst she is reassuring the 
children that there is no danger. She sits in right foreground of the composition but slowly 
a shadow starts to fill the right half of the background. The camera does a quick pan up to 
the face of Michael who survived, this quick pan represents a sense of urgency which is 
confirmed when they run away. The same pattern emerges from when she was at Annie's 
house, the shot changes to Michael as he steadily approaches and of Laurie who is 
escaping, but this time she locks herself inside a closet, and is yet again plunged into 
darkness. The camera changes from a mid-shot of her hiding in the closet to a close up of 
the inside of the closest door with only shards of light coming through, until he breaks 
through the door with his knife and turns the light on casting light everywhere. This is a 
subjective POV from Laurie's perspective, which pulls the audience into her mindset and 
the chaos. Although she is in light she is far from safe which further uneases the audience. 
The light flickers and goes off as we see Micael from a low angle shot again asserting his 
dominance but as he comes forward Laurie stabs him with an unfolded metal coat hanger. 
We then see the knife drop to the floor in close-up showing the villain has been de-armed, 
giving Laurie a chance to escape and instilling hope in the audience. She grabs the knife 
and stabs him. 

We see Laurie in long shot as she leaves the room and Michaels body on the floor until it 
changes to a shot of her approaching the room the children were in. 

At this stage we see her from a worms eye view signifying that she has claimed dominance 
by killing Micael, but then the camera pans down as she levels herself with the children, 
showing she does not feel dominant over anyone denoting empathy and kindness. 



She remains crouched in the doorway of the room where she killed Micael and because it is 
a wide angle shot we can see Michael on the floor in the background, until he arises again, 
shocking the audience. Doctor Loomis see's the children fleeing the house for help and 
walks over. It then cuts back to Laurie who is now standing in the doorway in a close-up 
shot, and Michael is out of focus in the background getting closer and closer. He is out of 
focus to symbolise that he is not deemed a threat to Laurie anymore and that he is not the 
focus of her attention anymore, until we see her walk to the hallways side-on and he comes 
up behind her to start strangling her. The camera allows Michael to be revealed to the 
viewer before Laurie notices him, and this is the viewer senses of fear and urgency for her, 
and so they are in anticipation for her reaction. Just as this occurs the doctor walks up the 
stairs to bare witness the strangling. We then see Micael in a close up whilst he is 
strangling her and his mask comes off and Laurie drops to the floor. This is the first and 
only reveal of the face that belongs to the crazed killer, and gives the viewer a chance to 
familiarize with the villain, if only for a few seconds it is still a moment that will stay 
imprinted on their minds. As he puts the mask on we go to a mid shot of the doctor who 
holds a gun and fires a round. We then see a reaction shot of Laurie whimpering and 
cowering on the ground, then to a mid shot of the doctor running in to the room where 
Micael staggered into. We then see a medium close-up of Michael, then a medium-close up 
of the doctor as he holds the gun up again and fires 5 more rounds.  In quick succession the 

shots are as follows:                                                                                                                   





Then after a brief discussion between Laurie and Dr.Loomis we return to the shot where 
Micael was dead only to see that he has vanished.



We return to a shot of Dr. Loomis in close-up, focusing on his face. We already know that 
him and Michael have a strong connection and this shot showing the look of dismay and 
not relief connotes that Dr. Loomis knows michael is un-stoppable, which is confirmed by 
the previous shot where Michael was gone. We then finish on a montage of long shots, 

going chronologically backwards on all the places that Micael had been, signifying his 
omniscience in all of these places, and ending a shot of Michaels house. The same as the 
first shot we saw, and the start of it all, reminding the audience of the journey they have 
taken throughout the film and that it all started here. (See image above).

Having watched Halloween and analysed the cinematography of it, in particular 3 scenes, I 
have found that there are key elements of Dean Cundey's cinematography that has 
contributed to making this a successful film. Relating to the 4 sections of cinematography I 
took into consideration when analysing this film, Dean Cundey uses them all well. Quality 
– his ratio of light to dark within the frame is used effectively throughout to create a good 
contrast. He both concealed and revealed things in the shadows, creating a tension within 
the audience. He shed light on the less intense scene's and on the 'good guys' to symbolise 
righteousness. He exposed enough detail on the dark shots to keep the audience searching 
and to create a pleasant composition. He successfully used deep focus as well as deep space
to make the audience think there was something significant in the background even if 
there wasn't, which kept them anxious, in addition to using shallow focus to restrict the 
depth of field and draw the audience's attention to one element, and to connote the notions 
of mental instability. Framing – a wide angled lens was used throughout to use full 
advantage of the space to create pleasing compositions and tense scenes. Having said this, 
I think there are a couple of scenes where the wide angle lens makes the character seem a 
bit lost in the frame, whereas they should have seemed more significant with less space 
around them, especially the daytime shots. He used and interchanged P.O.V's very well to 
make the audience feel like part of the fictional world. It brought authority and 
vulnerability to the characters without them having to show it through dialogue or action. 
There was a good balance between objective and subjective point of views, creating a 
sympathy between the audience and the protagonists, and drawing them into the 
psychopathic mind of Michael Myers. He used camera level and angles effectively to show 
authority and dominance as well as vulnerability and innocence. Scaling- Dean creates 
intimacy and empathy with the characters, especially the protagonist Laurie. For example, 
in the beginning you see her in a long shot loosing her in the suburban streets of Illinois, 
but towards the end she rises in the frame in close-ups as she asserts herself as a heroin. 
Movement- There is such a variety of camera movement used throughout, it keeps the 



audience involved by establishing a rhythm that is fitting to every scene. The success of the 
film is down to the match of narrative and style, the story would not be conveyed as well if 
it wasn't for the creative decisions Dean Cundey and would not have reached as broad an 
audience, with people still purchasing the film today, 36 years later. For further 
development of research into cinematography, in the future I would like to look at other 
films of the horror genre and analyse the cinematography of them, to discover whether 
there are any similarities or even patterns that are used to create tension and suspense 
within a film. 
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