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Brian De Palma and Stylized Violence

 Imagine any violent film you have seen in the last 60 years. The odds are during the 

dramatic climax the scene turns to slow-motion shoot out when someone is killed and his blood 

is splattered everywhere. We have seen this in such favorites as Bonnie and Clyde (1967), The 

Matrix (1999), 300 (2006) and even more recently Sucker Punch (2011). Though slow motion is 

the most common aspect of stylized violence, we can define “stylized violence” as any sort of 

film violence that makes the scene unrealistic. Stylized violence can however be used in plenty 

of other ways than just using slow-motion sequences. It can also use diagetic sound, multiple 

camera set up, montage and exploding squibs (a piece of equipment used to stimulate a violent 

act, for example would be someone being shot close range and blood splattering out of the 

victim) (Kendrick 2005.) In any case, directors use stylized violence as a way to convey dramatic 

meaning through unrealistic cinematic choices. Brian De Palma is a director who understands 

this concept well. In American Cinema we watched Brian De Palma’s film Dressed to Kill 

(1980) a film both parodying and praising Alfred Hitchcock’s 1960 classic Psycho (1960). Being 

entirely interested in his various scenes that used stylized violence; I also watched De Palma’s 

film Sisters (1973). Sisters follows a mysterious set of Siamese twins who commit horrifically 

violent acts which featured many aspects of stylized violence. From watching both Dressed to 

Kill and Sisters I came to the conclusion that Brian De Palma is a Hollywood auteur that uses 



stylized violence extensively. He uses this idea to portray sexuality and violence in a way that is 

extremely dramatic and often unrealistic. By definition an “auteur” comes from French cinema 

and describes film directors who went against the traditional norms of filmmaking and instead 

tried to push their limits and use new techniques never seen in film before. 

 The best place to start on this would be with the director himself, Brian De Palma. De 

Palma was born on September 11, 1940 in Newark, New Jersey to his mother, a “would be opera 

singer” and his father, an orthopedic surgeon. He was the youngest of three sons. Then at the age 

of five his family moved to Philadelphia. (Von Gunden 79) He was born into a love of physics, 

computer science and electronics which clearly influenced his use of using special effects and 

creative camera techniques. De Palma started by studying physics at Columbia University, but 

his love of the camera quickly over placed it when he saw Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (Brian De 

Palma, Laurence F. Knapp). He then enrolled in Sarah Lawrence College (www.imdb.com) He 

was inspired by films such as Citizen Kane (1940) and, unsurprisingly, he was greatly influenced 

by directors like Alfred Hitchcock and Andy Warhol.  (www.imdb.com) Some can even argue 

that he lived up to his name by being called “the contemporary ‘master of suspense’” proceeding 

Alfred Hitchcock (Bliss 9) in response to De Palma’s love of Hitchcock, he was reported to have 

said, “It was like suddenly finding someone who is speaking your language and realizing there is 

a vocabulary.” (Von Gunden 80) It was said that his tolerance and inspiration for violent films 

were spawn by watching his father’s somewhat grizzly work. (Brian De Palma, Laurence F. 

Knapp 12), De Palma himself said, 

http://www.imdb.com
http://www.imdb.com


“My father is an orthopedic surgeon, so I guess I have a high tolerance for blood, gore, I 

guess you would call it. I’ve seen my father amputate legs and open people up. So I was used to 

that at a young age.” (Von Gunden 79) 

 The relationship between him and his father was a rocky one and De Palma claimed that 

his father was rarely around. De Palma’s work Home Movies (1980) is an autobiographic 

depiction of his relationship with his father. (Von Gunden 79) Though Sisters (1973) was his first 

(though not initially) big success, he went on to direct the adaptation of Stephen King’s novel 

Carrie (1976) that aptly made the De Palma name known. From then on he directed other violent  

cult classic films such as Obsession (1976), The Fury (1978), Dressed to Kill (1980), Scarface 

(1983), Body Double (1984), The Untouchables (1987), Carilto’s Way (1993) and his most recent 

noted success, The Black Dahlia (2006). (www.imdb.com). 

Though his films were often criticized extensively for promoting misogyny and violence 

against women, De Palma was noted to have said, “I want to be infamous. I want to be 

controversial. It’s much more colorful,” in response to his controversial work (Brian De Palma, 

Laurence F. Knapp 12). In terms of his most noted critique that he is sexist and uses the violence 

in his films against women, Brian De Palma has said,

“I’ve always had a feminine point of view in many ways. My point of view characters are 

usually women. You know, I took a degree at a women’s college, and I have tremendous 

understanding of what it was to be a woman. In Hollywood, a woman is a piece of meat. It’s 

worse than any Bob Guccione fantasy you might have. That’s not my world, I am appalled by 

it.” (Von Gunden 95)
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Despite Brian De Palma’s controversy, it is always more important to look at Brian De 

Palma’s work creatively and cinematically as displays an impressive amount of stylized violence 

through his use of split screen, slow motion and eventually, digital technical effects. De Palma 

has even praised this technique by stating, “My films deal with a stylized, expressionistic world 

that has a kind of grotesque beauty about it.” (www.imdb.com) Therefore it is safe to say that De 

Palma’s use of stylized violence is a way to promote artistry in the midst of violent topics. He is 

also known have said, “I like stylization. I try to get away with as much as possible until people 

start laughing at it.” (www.imdb.com) Again praising this love of stylized violence. 

 Dressed to Kill is one of Brian De Palma’s cult films. The film both parodies and pay 

homage to Alfred Hitchcock’s 1960 horror classic, Psycho. The film begins by following a wife 

and mother, Kate (Angie Dickenson) who is unsatisfied with her anticlimactic sex life. Acting on 

a whim she pursues a one-night stand with a man who she had only come in contact once in a 

trip to the museum. That spur of the moment sexual encounter tragically ends in her murder. A 

horrified onlooker, Liz (Nancy Allen), sees Kate being brutally stabbed in an elevator by a tall 

blonde woman; thus prompting her to go on a desperate search to find the killer. With the help of 

Kate’s son, Liz suddenly realizes the killer to be Kate’s psychologist, Dr. Elliot (Michael Caine). 

We learn that Dr. Elliot had been so sexually disturbed that when being aroused he would dress 

as a woman and commit murder on the tragic woman of his desire. 

 After viewing Dressed to Kill, Professor Guan-Soon Khoo and his class discussed various 

concepts of humor, sexuality (particularly portraying nudity driven violence) and an apparent 

theme of fantasy rather than realism. These themes all interrelates to our previous lessons on the 

grotesque and stylized violence. The acts we see in Dressed to Kill always seem to be so over the 
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top and unrealistic that the only way we know how to react to the horror is through laughter. 

Same concept as laughing in the middle of a church service. We found this to be particularly true 

of the scene were Kate finds a doctor’s note from the mysterious man she slept with saying that 

he was diagnosed with an STD. That happened to be right before she was killed in the elevator. 

Though sexually transmitted diseases and violence are not funny concepts, sometimes the 

melodramatic-ness of it all makes for humor. 

 We see various homages to Alfred Hitchcock in Dressed to Kill in multiple ways. Other 

than Dr. Elliot being a direct parallel to the Norman Bates’ character in Psycho, we see almost an 

exact reenactment of a scene from Vertigo (1958) when Kate is pursuing a mysterious man in a 

local museum. Everything in the mise-en-scene from the music, to the scenery, to the wardrobe 

that Angie Dickenson wore was a replica of Hitchcock’s Vertigo. (Guan-Soon Khoo “Dressed to 

Kill Lecture”) 

 The theme of voyeurism is very evident in Hitchcock’s work as it is in Dressed to Kill as 

well. This is evident through watching Liz and Kate’s son practically stalk multiple people in 

order to find the killer. The whole search for the killer reminded me of one of Hitchcock’s Rear 

Window. 

 In class we briefly discussed the use of music and no dialogue in a scene from Dressed to 

Kill. This technique also mimics the museum scene in Hitchcock’s Vertigo, when Scottie (James 

Stewart) is following his client’s wife, Madeline (Kim Novak) through the same museum as in 

Dressed to Kill. This shows that the film paying even further recognition to the original “Master 

of Suspense.” (Guan-Soon Khoo “Dressed to Kill Lecture”) 



 Brian De Palma uses stylized violence in a couple of ways in Dressed to Kill. In the very 

first scene Kate is taking a hot shower. In the background we hear dreamlike music in playing. 

While showering and erotically soaping herself, she gazes upon her husband who is shaving in 

front of their bathroom mirror. Suddenly the music changes to a terrifying quick pace tune and 

she is grabbed from behind. Blood pours from her genitals and she wakes up to find that it was 

only a dream. Through the use of diagetic sound and slow motion murder, the film seems utterly 

dramatic and definitely more like a dream than real-life. Both stylized techniques are used again 

in Kate’s actual murder as well as when Liz has a dream with resemblance to Kate’s dream. 

Evidently, Brian De Palma uses violence in this way to blur the line between fantasy and reality. 

Kenneth Van Gunden also argues that this blurring of fantasy and reality is present throughout 

many different themes of the film, one of which being sexuality. 

 “The oppositions within the film- male/female, Dr. Elliott/Bobbi, hooker/friend, mother/

adulteress, love/hate, reality/fantasy, sadistic/masochistic… the blurring of the line between 

reality and fantasy has already been noted.” (Von Gunden 159)

 There is also an interesting split screen shot of the killer (Dr. Elliot) watching a television 

show about transsexuals while a blonde (who the audience assumes to be the killer) is on the 

other side of the screen. (Von Gunden 159) this is an interesting way for Brian De Palma to give 

us not-so-subtle hints about the killer’s identity and mislead the audience. 

Sisters is a terrifying horror/slasher film that tells the tale of a set of conjoined twins, 

Dominique and Danielle Breton (Margot Kidder) who we learned were separated as teenagers. 

Though one of them was assumed to be psychologically normal, the other twin was presumed to 

be disturbed by doctors. When jealousy and sexual awakening strikes, so does the evil twin sister 



killing anyone who gets in her way. After witnessing one of the murders of Danielle Breton’s 

boyfriend, a neighbor, Grace (Jennifer Salt) starts an investigation (with very little help from the 

police) to catch the killer and convince the police that she is not crazy. It is revealed later that the 

“evil” twin Dominique had died years before, thus revealing Danielle to be the real evil twin. It 

is presumed by the family surgeon who initially separated the two that Dominique’s soul had 

inhabited Danielle’s body. The ending however is somewhat ambiguous as to what exactly 

happened as we see Grace being told that there was “no murder” and Danielle being hauled 

away. While the film itself did not obtain positive response at the box office, it is now a unique 

cult classic. 

 Michael Bliss, the author of “Brian De Palma” argues that the use of “doubling” through 

Margot Kidder’s two characters is very similar to Alfred Hitchcock’s use of “doubling” in 

Psycho. Norman Bates being the “good” side and his mother personality being the “bad side.” 

Bliss says that even though Margot Kidder and Anthony Perkins were virtually playing two 

characters, they used different voices for each character as a way to create two different 

personalities. (Bliss 11) The connection between Margot’ Kidder and Anthony Perkins’ 

character(s) is that both evil sides emerge when the “good” side is sexually aroused. It is 

explained in Psycho that Norman Bates is sexually aroused around Marian Crane and this is 

explained later that this sexual frustration emerged from childhood jealousy. (Bliss 11) As for 

Sisters, Bliss states, 

 “Dominique’s statement about Philip being on the couch the next morning and how her 

sister, as a result of her desires, is ‘disgusting’ (Mrs. Bates had referred to sexual desire as 



‘disgusting’) demonstrate the same aversion to sexuality, and the same embodiment of anxiety 

about the sexual urges of the normal/Norman other that are revealed in Psycho.” (Bliss 12)

 This argument clearly explains not only the similarities between the two mentally 

unstable characters, but also the use of these character’s slit personalities and the use of 

“doubling.”

 Many critics have argued that voyeurism is also a very present theme in this work as well 

as Dressed to Kill. This is a theme very close to Alfred Hitchcock’s heart. We see this easily as 

we watch Grace witness the murder of Danielle’s boyfriend through a neighboring window. One 

can argue that is very similar to the style of Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954). Again, 

parallels between the two directors are extremely evidence. 

 The use of indifferent or ineffectual police is evident in multiple Hitchcock movies, 

because Hitchcock said that characters going to help the victims “makes a boring movie.” (Von 

Gunden 85) In Sisters the cops are very uninvolved and unwilling to listen the Grace’s 

complaints about the murder that occurred right next door. 

 Brian De Palma’s Sisters uses stylized violence in a very unique and artistic way. After 

the murder of Danielle Breton’s boyfriend, De Palma uses a split screen to show Danielle 

cleaning up the murder scene on one side and Grace aggressively attempting to get the police to 

investigate on the other side (this ends in frustration as Grace decides that she will investigate 

without help from the police.) This technique is very rarely used, but in this film it gave an 

interesting look at two different viewpoints which seemed to display good versus evil (and 

further the “split” between Danielle and Dominique) and the use of “doubling” as Michael Bliss 

had described. 



One difference however between Sisters and Hitchcock’s classic horror films is that it 

used much more violent visuals rather than Hitchcock’s approach to leave more to the viewer’s 

imagination. Though some may argue that this was simply Alfred Hitchcock’s auteur style, some 

may also argue that Sisters was noticeably more violent because of the change in the production 

code. Originally the 1927 MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America) was only really 

concerned with sex and nudity. However when 1930s’ gangster films began to emerge, the 

MPAA focused their views onto violence in fear that such violence on screen code promote real 

acts of violence (Hoberman 119) The 1930s’ production coded stated, 

 “No picture shall by produced which will lower the moral standards of those who see it. 

Hence the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, 

evil or sin” (Hoberman 119)

This code followed up into Hitchcock’s earlier work which displayed very little violence 

although most of which had violent topics; films such as Dial “M” for Murder (1954), Vertigo, 

Rear Window and Rope (1948).  Psycho, though more controversial in how it portrayed violence, 

also followed this code. However, after Bonnie and Clyde was released in the late 60s’, the 

MPAA was forced to review their production code. Among various social movements and 

audiences watching violence on television, the MPAA realized that violence is prevalent in 

society no matter what. Therefore in 1968 Jack Valenti, the MPAA president, created a new 

system promoting the new Hollywood Auteurs to creativity and artistic freedom (hence almost 

encouraging stylized violence). It was enforced however that parents were informed of the 

content. (www.mpaa.org) This lead into the Brian De Palma era where he used violence in a 

creative way. Sisters and Dressed to Kill certainly came a long way from the 1930s’ production 

http://www.mpaa.org
http://www.mpaa.org


code when directors were not allowed to show a murderer and a victim in the same shot. 

(Hoberman 119) Dressed to Kill and Sisters always seem to show the killer and the victim in the 

same shot. Take for instance the shower scene in Psycho compared to Liz’s shower scene in her 

dream. Alfred Hitchcock used various choppy jump cuts in the shower scene so that we never 

saw the knife enter Marian Crane’s body. In the scene in Dressed to Kill when Liz imagines her 

own death in the shower, we see the murder put a long clear slash into her neck. 

 Though Brian De Palma’s use of stylized violence is mostly praised for its uniqueness, 

there are always those who express opinions differently. As mentioned earlier, he is a highly 

controversial director who has often been claimed to be a sexist and uses violence against 

women lightly and for means of entertainment. It does not help his case that he had been married 

three separate times to Darnelle Gregorio-De Palma, Gale Anne Hurd and Nancy Allen which all 

ended in divorce (www.imdb.com) Kenneth Mackinnon, the author of “Misogyny in the Movies” 

expressed his camera technique “meaningless and heartless technical flourishes” (Mackinnon 

183) though Mackinnon was describing what others have criticized De Palma for, it seems that 

he could only be exploiting his own frustration behind the issues of sexual harassment and 

misogyny in some of De Palma’s films. Mackinnon goes on to say that “to attribute blame to the 

twisted mind of a particular individual holds great appeal for a society unwilling to face it’s own 

sexism” (Mackinnon 173) it seems to me here that Mackinnon is saying that though critics are 

simply accusing De Palma of sexism, they cannot blame him as a director, nor mock his use of 

creative visuals. 

 To conclude, Brian De Palma is a Hollywood auteur that uses stylized violence to portray 

sexual violence especially in his films Dressed to Kill and Sisters. Brian De Palma is a man who 
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grew up with a tolerance for blood and love for cinematography. He uses slow-motion shots, 

diagetic sound and split screen shots to portray sexuality driven violence. Through many argue 

that De Palma is a sexist director without sympathy for women, I believe that he is genius in 

terms of mastering stylized violence and unique cinematography. De Palma’s work is heavily 

associated with the late Alfred Hitchcock’s work in terms of cinematography, music and themes. 

Although he is criticized for just being another Hitchcock wannabe, De Palma undoubtedly uses 

advanced technology and creative shots to stamp his work.

 In lieu of recent events in Aurora, Colorado it seems evident to me that violence is 

prevalent anywhere and difficult to avoid. Stylized violence however involves unrealistic 

portrayal and is more of an art form than promoting violence. It seems to me however that 

violent activities pertain more to violent behaviors. This means that violence in film does not 

explain causality to violent behavior. Violence in media is everywhere and we naturally become 

desensitized to it.
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