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Abstract 

The shot length distributions of the silent and sound versions of Blackmail (Alfred Hitchcock, 1929) are analysed in to 

determine if the introduction of synchronous sound technologies led to a difference in film style. The two versions of 

this film are then analysed along with four of Hitchcock’s silent films prior to the filming of Blackmail and four of his 

early sound films. The results show that there is no significant difference in the shot length distributions of the two 

versions of Blackmail at any point (Kolmogorov-Smirnov: D = 0.07, p = 0.19). Putting Blackmail into the context of 

Hitchcock’s late silent and early sound films from 1927 to 1931, there is no significant difference in the median shot 

lengths (Mann Whitney: U = 4.5, p = 0.12), but there is a significant difference in the interquartile ranges (Mann 

Whitney: U = 0.0, p = 0.01). Closer inspection of this change in the dispersion of shot lengths reveals that there is no 

significant difference in the lower quartiles of these films (Mann Whitney: U = 10.0, p = 0.66) but there is a significant 

change in the upper quartiles (Mann Whitney: U = 0.0, p = 0.01). The impact of sound on Hitchcock’s style can, 

therefore, be seen in the increase in the dispersion of shots above the median rather than in the distribution overall. 

Comparing the interquartile ranges for the ten films it is possible to sort them into three groups: the late sound films, 

the two versions of Blackmail, and the early sound films. The results show that there is no difference in the 

distribution of shot lengths between the two versions of Blackmail due to the unique circumstances of production and 

that as silent-sound hybrids they represent a transitional phase between Hitchcock’s ‘pure’ silent pictures and his 

‘pure’ sound films. 
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Alfred Hitchcock’s Blackmail (1929) is widely regarded 

as one of the most pioneering of the early sound films in 

world cinema, with its use of narrative devices such as 

off-screen dialogue, sound-bridges, and impressionistic 

sound. The film’s critical reputation in the popular, 

trade, and intellectual for technological and stylistic 

innovation was established on its release (see Ryall 

1993); and Blackmail has since become a landmark film 

in the history of cinema through which the story of 

sound is told. Weis (1982) describes Blackmail as an 

openly experimental film in which the director is 

creating for himself, and for the cinema, an ‘aural style’ 

through the adoption of new stylistic devices. Echoing 

this argument, Poague (1986: 79) describes the film as ‘a 

sustained reflection on the possible relations of sight to 

sound, of visual and aural aspects of film style,’ and as 

‘Hitchcock’s answer to the question of the meaning and 

uses of sound in the cinema.’ Telotte (2000) argues that 

Blackmail embodies a new way technological attitude 

with regard to classical narrative cinema that emerges as 

Hitchcock comes to terms with new ways of telling a 

story. Understanding Blackmail has become a means by 

for understanding the adoption of sound.  

However, while there has been much discussion of 

Hitchcock’s contribution to the art of sound cinema, 

there has been no study of the impact of sound on the 

shot length distributions of the different versions of 

Blackmail. The introduction of sound technology to 

cinema in the late-1920s is generally understood to have 

had an immediate impact on film style, as production 

became studio-bound with cameras immobilised in 

sound-proof booths, the new technical difficulties of 

editing with sound, reframing replaced cutting as a 

means of guiding the audience’s attention, and the use of 

the master shot and multiple camera shooting, 

contributing to an increase in shot lengths and the 

slowing of a film’s pace (Bordwell et al. 1985: 298-308, 

Salt 1992, O’Brien 2005). This paper analyses the 

distribution of shot lengths in the two versions of 

Blackmail to determine what impact, if any, the 

introduction of synchronous sound technology had on 

this aspect of film style. Blackmail is then placed in the 

wider context of Hitchcock’s late silent and early sound 

films to understand how the two versions of this film 

relate to any general stylistic changes to have occurred. 

Blackmail: silent and sound 
Blackmail affords a unique opportunity for studying the 

impact of the introduction of synchronous sound 

technology on Hitchcock’s style, as it is the only one of 

his films to be produced in silent and sound versions. 

Originally intended as a silent film, Blackmail was reshot 

as a sound film using the RCA Photophone system by the 

same cast and crew (see Ryall 1996: 96-98). The sound 
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version was released in June 1929, and the silent version 

was released the following August. 

In his survey of the stylistic differences of the two 

versions of Blackmail, Charles Barr (1983) noted that 

many scenes were too similar to have been shot 

separately, but that there are subtle differences between 

shots that at first appearances seem identical. He 

concludes that Hitchcock ensured there were two usable 

takes of every shot so that two separate negatives could 

be built up, and that this was achieved by shooting each 

take in quick succession rather than simultaneously with 

multiple cameras. Twice-shot silent material features in 

the sound version with sound effects and music dubbed; 

while at the same there is also material in the silent 

versions that, for Barr, was ‘obviously’ shot on a sound 

stage, but with titles in place of dialogue. Due to the 

unique production circumstances of Blackmail, Barr 

argues that the two versions cannot be neatly separated 

from one another stylistically: 

 

Both films, then, are revealed as complex hybrids, works of 

continuously inventive bricolage. Juxtaposing them scene by 

scene, one registers a set of permutations: points at which 

variously, (a) both versions use ‘silent’ visuals; (b) both 

versions use ‘sound’ visuals; (c) silent and sound visuals are 

mixed within a scene; (d) the two films use entirely different 

visuals (1983: 123). 

 

Barr does not specifically discuss the distribution of shot 

lengths in either version of Blackmail, though he does 

make reference to the number of shots in one sequence 

and to the average shot length of each version (silent = 

9s, sound  = 11.5s). He does not, however, provide any 

description of the method by which these results were 

derived or refer to any measure of dispersion. 

Consequently, no conclusion about the impact of sound 

technology on the shot length distributions of the two 

versions can be drawn from these statistics. From Barr’s 

observations we can construct the null hypothesis that 

there is no difference between the shot length 

distributions and the alternative hypothesis that these 

films do have different distributions, and test these 

statistically. 

Methods 

Shot length data for the two versions of Blackmail was 

collected from the Cinemetrics database (Walker 2006a, 

2006b). Statistical analysis was carried out with PAST 

1.97 (Hammer, et al. 2001), using a two sample 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. A two-tailed p-value of less 

than 0.05 was considered significant. 

Results 

The summary statistics for the two versions of Blackmail 

are presented in Table 1. While both films have similar 

running times, the sound version of Blackmail has fewer 

shots and, therefore, a greater mean shot length. This 

may lead us to conclude that, with the introduction of 

sound technology, the filmmakers were forced to adapt 

their style by introducing longer shots to accommodate 

dialogue. However, the mean shot length is not a robust 

statistic given the positive skew of the data, while the 

large difference between the upper quartile and 

maximum shot length for each film also indicates the 

presence of outlying shot lengths. Consequently, the 

mean shot length gives a misleading picture of the 

change in the shot length distributions of Blackmail. 

If we focus instead on the five number summaries we 

see that the shot length distributions of these films are 

very similar: the lower quartiles (Q1), medians, and 

upper quartiles (Q3) for both versions show little 

difference. In fact, there is no statistically significant 

difference in the shot length distributions of the two 

versions of Blackmail at any point (Kolmogorov-

Smirnov: D = 0.07, p = 0.19), and this can be clearly seen 

in the comparison percentile plot of the empirical 

cumulative distribution functions in Figure 1. The null 

hypothesis cannot be rejected; and the form of the two 

versions of Blackmail cannot, therefore, be distinguished 

from one another in terms of their shot lengths. 

 

TABLE 1 Summary statistics for the silent and sound versions of Blackmail (1929) 

 

 
Blackmail (Silent) Blackmail (Sound) 

Length (s) 4896.0 4817.0 

Shots 602 465 

Mean Shot Length (s) 8.1 10.4 

Standard Deviation (s) 8.8 15.3 

Skew 4.3 4.4 

Minimum Shot Length (s) 0.1 0.1 

Lower Quartile (s) 2.9 2.5 

Median Shot Length (s) 5.6 5.1 

Upper Quartile (s) 10.1 11.5 

Maximum Shot Length (s) 104.3 144.6 

Range (s) 104.2 144.5 

Interquartile Range (s) 7.2 9.0 
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FIGURE 1 Comparison percentile plot for the silent and sound versions of Blackmail (1929) 

 

 

Blackmail in context 
The main focus of Barr’s comparison of the silent and 

sound versions of Blackmail is to identify how the films 

differ when they use different visuals for the same 

sequences; and at one point he characterises stylistic 

differences by reference to Hitchcock’s late-silent and 

early-sound: 

 

When the characters converse at any length, or sing, movement 

stops, and cinematic time (constructed and compressed  

by editing) gives way to real time. Juxtaposing silent and  

sound at such points is like looking from The Manxman 

(Hitchcock’s last silent-only film, 1928) to Juno and the Paycock 

(his first 100 per cent talkie, 1930). Oddly, Hitchcock came  

to disown both these transitional works with equal vehemence 

as being not only too deferential to their sources ... but also, 

 in formal terms, as doomed to rapid obsolescence: a silent 

released into a market already sound crazy, and a defiantly 

‘primitive’ talkie (1983: 124). 

 

Barr thus represents the two versions of Blackmail not 

only as hybrid versions of the same film, but as 

possessing stylistic characteristics of both the director’s 

last silent and first sound films and, like them, as 

transitional films. Understanding the distribution of shot 

lengths in Blackmail and what we can learn from them 

about the impact of sound on film style therefore 

requires placing the film(s) in the context of Hitchcock’s 

other films produced at the end of the silent era and his 

early sound films. This may be done by comparing the 

median shot lengths and interquartile ranges, and by 

looking at the relationships, between the films that 

preceded and followed Blackmail. 

Methods 

Shot length data for films directed by Alfred Hitchcock 

between 1927 and 1931 was collected from the 

Cinemetrics database. The statistical analysis was 

carried out with PAST 1.97, using a Mann-Whitney U 

test. A two-tailed p-value of less than 0.05 was 

considered significant.  

Results 

Shot length data was collected from the Cinemetrics 

database for the silent films Downhill (O’Brien 2010), 

The Farmer’s Wife (O’Brien 2007a), Easy Virtue (O’Brien 

2007b), and Champagne (O’Brien 2007c); and the sound 

films Juno and the Paycock (O’Brien 2007d), Murder! 

(O’Brien 2006a), Mary (O’Brien 2006b), and The Skin 

Game (O’Brien 2006c). The descriptive statistics for the 

silent films are presented in Table 2 and for the sound 

films in Table 3. The two versions of Blackmail were 

added to these films, giving a total sample of ten films 

comprised of five silent and five sound films.  

There is a clear trend in the mean shot lengths as 

they increase over time from the later silent to the early 

sound films, but again this reflects skewed nature of the 

distributions and the impact of outliers rather than a 

true change in Hitchcock’s film style. There is no such 

trend in the median shot lengths. The median of the 

lower quartiles for the silent films 3.9s (range: 3.8 – 5.6); 

while the median for the sound films is 5.1s (range: 4.7 – 

11.8). In fact, there is no statistically significant 

difference between the median shot lengths of the silent 

films and the sound films: U = 4.5, p = 0.12. These 

relationships can be seen more easily in Figure 2. 
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The distribution of shot lengths in Juno and the 

Paycock (1930) is notably different from the other early 

sound films. This may be attributed to the nature of the 

source material, which did not lend itself to being 

opened out as easily as other plays adapted by Hitchcock 

for the screen (including Blackmail). Hitchcock himself 

noted that Sean O’Casey’s play ‘had its own coherence 

and consistency and would brook very little 

modification’ (quoted in Ryall 1996: 99), and the film 

respects the play’s structure to the extent that it seems 

more of a filmed play than a film in its own right. The 

result of this is a style of filmmaking characterised by 

much longer shots than is typical of Hitchcock’s 

contemporary silent and/or sound films (the median 

shot length is 11.8s, and the interquartile range is 28.6s); 

and which cannot be exclusively attributed to the 

introduction of the new sound technologies. However, as 

we shall see, the overall distribution of shot lengths in 

Juno and the Paycock shares the same characteristics as 

those of the other sound films. 

 

TABLE 2 Summary statistics for three silent films directed by Alfred Hitchcock  

 

 
Downhill 

The Farmer's 

Wife 
Easy Virtue Champagne 

Length (s) 4865.0 5546.2 4749.6 5044.2 

Shots 904 1028 706 900 

Mean Shot Length (s) 5.4 5.4 6.7 5.6 

Standard Deviation (s) 4.9 5.6 6.1 5.5 

Skew 2.7 4.3 3.8 3.5 

Minimum Shot Length (s) 0.6 0.2 1.0 0.6 

Lower Quartile (s) 2.4 2.2 3.1 2.2 

Median Shot Length (s) 3.9 3.8 5.0 3.8 

Upper Quartile (s) 6.3 6.4 8.3 6.9 

Maximum Shot Length (s) 40.9 75.7 66.6 61.7 

Range (s) 40.3 75.5 65.6 61.1 

Interquartile Range (s) 3.9 4.2 5.2 4.7 

 

 

TABLE 3 Summary statistics for three sound films directed by Alfred Hitchcock 

 

 

Juno and the 

Paycock 
Murder! Mary The Skin Game 

Length (s) 5561.0 5773.3 4663.3 4663.3 

Shots 219 432 329 268 

Mean Shot Length (s) 25.4 13.4 14.2 17.4 

Standard Deviation (s) 33.7 23.1 21.7 32.0 

Skew 2.8 4.3 3.4 3.0 

Minimum Shot Length (s) 1.1 0.5 0.3 0.6 

Lower Quartile (s) 4.9 2.0 2.3 2.0 

Median Shot Length (s) 11.8 4.7 6.7 5.0 

Upper Quartile (s) 33.5 15.0 15.5 14.7 

Maximum Shot Length (s) 236.6 217.1 174.1 174.7 

Range (s) 235.5 216.6 173.8 174.1 

Interquartile Range (s) 28.6 13.0 13.2 12.7 
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FIGURE 2 Mean and median shot lengths for silent and sound films directed by Alfred Hitchcock, 1927 to 1931 

 

 

Although there is no change in the median shot 

lengths from the silent to the sound films, it would be an 

error to conclude that there is no change in the shot 

length distributions of these films. Hitchcock’s sound 

films are marked by an increase in the dispersion of shot 

lengths. The median of the interquartile ranges for the 

silent films 4.7s (range: 3.9 – 7.2), while the median for 

the sound films is 13.0s (range: 9.0 – 28.6); and the 

interquartile ranges for the sound films are all superior 

to those of the silent films: U = 0.0, p = 0.01. From the 

descriptive statistics in Tables 1 to 3, we can see that this 

increase is not uniform and is limited to shots greater 

than the median shot length. The median of the lower 

quartiles for the silent films is 2.3s (range: 2.3 – 3.1), 

while the median for the sound films is 2.4s (range: 2.0 – 

4.9); and, in addition to there being no significant 

difference in the median shot lengths, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the lower quartile of 

these films: U = 10.0, p = 0.66. In contrast, the median of 

the upper quartiles for the silent films 6.9s (range: 6.3 – 

10.1), while the median for the sound films is 15.0s 

(range: 11.5 – 33.5); and there is a clear difference with 

�� of every sound film being superior to those of the 

silent films: U = 0.0, p = 0.01. The impact of sound 

technology on the shot length distributions of 

Hitchcock’s films is an increase in the dispersion of shots 

above but not below the median. In other words, the 

shorter shots in Hitchcock’s films did not change with 

the coming of sound, while the long shots became longer. 

This change in style can be clearly seen in Figure 3, 

where the distance between the lower quartile and the 

median varies by only a small amount but the distance 

between the median and the upper quartile becomes 

much greater. 

From Figure 3, the change in the dispersion of the 

shot lengths of these films can be seen to occur in two 

stages: the upper quartiles for the two versions of 

Blackmail are greater than the silent films but less than 

those of the subsequent sound films. The ten films 

included here can be divided in to three groups focussed 

on the mean values of the interquartile ranges: the silent 

films (4.5s), the two versions of Blackmail (8.1s), and the 

sound films (16.8s). These means can be thought of as 

centroids for k-means clustering. Viewed from this 

perspective, the two versions of Blackmail do not differ 

significantly from one another, but they do appear to be 

transitional between the silent films and the sound films. 

The other notable change in the distribution of shot 

lengths is the increase in the distance between the upper 

quartile and the maximum shot length; which increase 

from between 40 and 76 seconds in the silent films to 

approximately 100 seconds and almost 2.5 minutes for 

the two versions of Blackmail, and increase again to 

almost 3 minutes and above for the sound films. This 

further supports the argument that the distributions of 

shot lengths of Blackmail are transitional between silent 

and sound cinema.  

There is no such corresponding change between the 

minimum shot length and the lower quartile, again 

indicating that the change in style is limited to that part 

of the shot length distributions that is greater than the 

median only. 

Barr notes that Hitchcock regarded The Manxman 

and Juno and the Paycock as transitional films; but the 
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results of this study support Barr’s own argument that 

the silent and sound versions of Blackmail have stylistic 

elements that are common to both eras. Slower than the 

silents but quicker than the talkies, Blackmail is neither 

one nor the other, but a hybrid of the two. The results 

also indicate that Hitchcock did not abandon fast cutting, 

but rather that he adapted his style to accommodate 

sound. Only Juno and the Paycock deviates from this 

pattern and, as noted above, this cannot entirely  

be attributed to the impact of sound, although  

it is consistent with the greater increase in between  

the median and the upper quartile, and between Q3  

and the maximum shot length that we see in the other 

sound films. 

 

 

 
 

FIGURE 3 Median shot length and interquartile range for silent and sound films directed by Alfred Hitchcock, 1927 to 1931 

 

 

Looking at the shot length distributions for 

Hitchcock’s next two films – Rich and Strange 

(Vorobiyova 2009) and Number 17 (O’Brien 2009) – we 

see that there is a further change in Hitchcock’s style 

after his first four sound films. For Rich and Strange, the 

median shot length is 3.6s and the interquartile range is 

5.5s; while for Number 17 the median and the 

interquartile range are 2.3s and 4.3s, respectively. The 

distribution of shot lengths for these two films are 

consistent with the pre-Blackmail silent films, and this 

may be attributed to fact that large parts of both films 

have long sequences of rapid editing. Rich and Strange 

has a number of montage sequences, such as the Paris 

sequence or the leisure activities aboard of the cruise 

ship, and a series of drawn out conversational sequences 

that are cut more slowly; while Number 17 is largely 

comprised of a rapidly cut extended chase sequence in 

between two slower cut sequences at the house and the 

harbour, and which again maintains a distinction 

between dialogue heavy scenes and action similar to that 

noted by Barr in Blackmail. 

Conclusion 
This paper has analysed the distribution of shot lengths 

in the silent and sound versions of Blackmail, and has 

analysed this film in the context of Hitchcock’s transition 

from silent to sound cinema in the late-1920s and early-

1930s. The results show that there is no statistically 

significant difference between the shot length 

distributions for the two versions of Blackmail, but they 

may be regarded as transitional films in Hitchcock’s shift 

from silent to sound cinema as his style changed with 

the introduction of new filmmaking technologies. The 

nature of that change is specifically an increase in shot 

lengths above the median, as the shots of greater 

duration in Hitchcock’s sound films became longer but 

without causing an overall slowing in the pace. 

References 
Barr C 1983 Blackmail: silent and sound, Sight and 

Sound 52 (2): 123-126. 

Bordwell D, Staiger J, and Thompson K 1985 Classical 

Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production 

to 1960. London: Routledge. 

Hammer Ø, Harper DAT, and Ryan PD 2001 PAST: 

paleontological statistics software package  

for education and data analysis, Palaeontologia 

Electronica 4 (1): http://paleo-

electronica.org/2001_1/past/issue1_01.htm, 

accessed 12 January 2010.  

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

25.0

30.0

35.0

40.0

D
o

w
n

h
il

l

T
h

e
 F

a
rm

e
r'

s 

W
if

e

E
a

sy
 V

ir
tu

e

C
h

a
m

p
a

g
n

e

B
la

ck
m

a
il

 

(S
il

e
n

t)

B
la

ck
m

a
il

 

(S
o

u
n

d
)

Ju
n

o
 a

n
d

 t
h

e
 

P
a

y
co

ck

M
u

rd
e

r!

M
a

ry

T
h

e
 S

k
in

 

G
a

m
e

S
e

co
n

d
s



Shot length distributions in the films of Alfred Hitchcock, 1927 to 1931 
 

[7] 

 

O’Brien C 2005 Cinema’s Conversion to Sound: 

Technology and Film Style in France and the U.S. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

O’Brien C 2006a Murder!, Cinemetrics Database, 

submitted 10 July 2006, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=18

6, accessed 10 January 2010. 

O’Brien C 2006b Mary, Cinemetrics Database,  

submitted 17 July 2006, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=19

1, accessed 10 January 2010. 

O’Brien C 2006c The Skin Game, Cinemetrics Database, 

submitted 14 June 2006, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=14

3, accessed 20 October 2008. 

O’Brien C 2007a The Farmer’s Wife, Cinemetrics 

Database, submitted 21 December 2007, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=10

22, accessed 10 January 2010. 

O’Brien C 2007b Easy Virtue, Cinemetrics Database, 

submitted 19 December 2007, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=10

14, accessed 20 October 2008. 

O’Brien C 2007c Champagne, Cinemetrics Database, 

submitted 12 December 2007, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=10

04, accessed 12 January 2010. 

O’Brien C 2007d Juno and the Paycock, Cinemetrics 

Database, submitted 14 March 2007, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=55

6, accessed 19 May 2010. 

O’Brien C 2009 Number Seventeen, Cinemetrics 

Database, submitted 1 September 2009, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=36

51, accessed 12 January 2010. 

O’Brien C 2010 Downhill, Cinemetrics Database, 

submitted 23 April 2010, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=53

06, accessed 19 May 2010. 

Poague L 1986 Criticism and/as history: rereading 

Blackmail, in M Deutelbaum and L Poague (eds.) A 

Hitchcock Reader. Ames: Iowa State University Press: 

78-89. 

Ryall T 1993 Blackmail. London: BFI. 

Ryall T 1996 Alfred Hitchcock and the British Cinema, 

second edition. London: Athlone.  

Salt B 1992 Film Style and Technology: History and 

Analysis, second edition. London: Starwood. 

Telotte J-P 2000 The sounds of Blackmail: Hitchcock 

and sound aesthetic, Journal of Popular Film and 

Television 28 (4): 184-191. 

Vorobiyova K 2009 Rich and Strange, Cinemetrics 

Database submitted 24 June 2009, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=32

91, accessed 12 January 2010. 

Walker I 2006a Blackmail (silent), Cinemetrics 

Database, submitted 13 April 2006, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=92

, accessed 12 January 2010. 

Walker I 2006b Blackmail (sound version), Cinemetrics 

database, submitted 17 April 2006, 

http://www.cinemetrics.lv/movie.php?movie_ID=94

, accessed 12 January 2010.  

Weis E 1982 The Silent Scream: Alfred Hitchcock’s 

Soundtrack. Rutherford, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson 

University Press. 


