
Introduction to Film Genres

Quick reference guide for students, teachers, and film enthusiasts

1. What Is a Film Genre?

Aspect Description

Definition
A classification system that groups movies by shared narrative, thematic, visual, and

stylistic elements.

Purpose
Helps audiences set expectations, guides marketing and distribution, and provides a

framework for creators to experiment within (or against) conventions.

Key Idea
Genres are fluid—they evolve over time, overlap, and can be sub?divided or

hybridized.

2. Core Characteristics of Genres

Characteristic What to Look For

Narrative Structure Typical plot arcs (e.g., “hero’s journey” in adventure, “whodunit” in mystery).

Thematic

Concerns
Central ideas (e.g., love & sacrifice in romance, justice in crime).

Visual Style
Lighting, color palette, camera movement (e.g., high?contrast chiaroscuro

in noir).

Tone & Mood
Overall emotional flavor (e.g., suspenseful in thriller, light?hearted in

comedy).

Iconic

Conventions
Recurrent motifs, character types, settings (e.g., the “final girl” in horror).

3. Major Film Genres & Their Hallmarks

Genre Typical Plot/Theme Visual/Stylistic Cues Representative Films

Action
High?stakes conflict,

physical challenges

Fast editing, kinetic camera

work, explosions

Die Hard (1988), Mad Max:

Fury Road (2015)
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Genre Typical Plot/Theme Visual/Stylistic Cues Representative Films

Adventure
Quest or journey to

an exotic location

Sweeping landscapes,

vibrant colors

Indiana Jones series, The

Secret Life of Walter Mitty

(2013)

Comedy
Situations designed

to provoke laughter

Bright lighting, exaggerated

timing, slapstick

Groundhog Day (1993),

Superbad (2007)

Drama

Character?driven

stories, emotional

depth

Naturalistic lighting, longer

takes

The Godfather (1972),

Moonlight (2016)

Horror
Elicits fear, dread, or

disgust

Low key lighting, jump?

scares, unsettling sound

design

The Exorcist (1973), Get Out

(2017)

Science?

Fiction (Sci?

Fi)

Futures, technology,

speculative concepts

Futuristic set design, CGI,

often desaturated palettes

Blade Runner (1982), Arrival

(2016)

Fantasy
Magical worlds,

mythic elements

Elaborate world?building,

often vibrant or ethereal

The Lord of the Rings (2001?

2003), Pan’s Labyrinth

(2006)

Romance
Love relationships as

central focus

Soft lighting, warm colors,

intimate framing

Casablanca (1942), La La

Land (2016)

Thriller
Tension, suspense,

high stakes

Tight editing, ambiguous

lighting, sound cues

Se7en (1995), Gone Girl

(2014)

Mystery
Puzzle to be solved,

investigative focus

Clues revealed gradually,

often noir?inspired

Chinatown (1974), Knives

Out (2019)

Western
Frontier life, law vs.

lawlessness
Wide?open vistas,
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