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Learning outcomes
Students should be able to:
•  discuss the concept of the auteur and apply it to 

the director Alfred Hitchcock.

Alfred Hitchcock the Auteur

Course Content

The “Auteur” Concept
In the 1950’s French film critics, writing in the 
magazine Cahiers du Cinéma, put forward the idea 
that we can identify a single person as being the 
main creative force behind a film in much the same 
way as a writer is of a book. The author (or auteur) 
of a film is the director. 

In this view, close study of the works of a number 
of key directors working within the confines of 
the Hollywood studio system reveals a consistent 
pattern of themes, motifs and distinctive stylistic 
traits that amount to a personal vision. The director 
most often discussed by the French film critics as 
the quintessential auteur is Alfred Hitchcock. 

While it has helped to establish the status of 
cinema as a serious art form, the concept of the 
auteur has also been challenged. The industrial 

model of filmmaking developed within the 
Hollywood studio system was established as 
a collective endeavour involving collaboration 
between multiple departments and the talents of 
many different people. Under the studio system 
producers also had final cut, which means that 
directors were not given ultimate control over the 
final edit of the film. In light of this, many argue 
that a director cannot be seen as the sole author of 
a film as the concept of the auteur would suggest.

Despite these challenges, the concept of the 
auteur continues to play an important role in 
shaping our understanding of film as an art form 
and regularly contributes to the marketing of many 
Hollywood films that have been created by famous 
“star” directors, such as Steven Spielberg and 
Martin Scorsese. 
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Hitchcock as Auteur
Alfred Hitchcock can be seen to fulfil the 
characteristics of an auteur in a number of ways. 

Creative Control: Hitchcock exerted unprecedented 
creative control over the majority of his films, 
hiring a screenwriter to work closely with him to 
create the scripts. Several of Hitchcock’s films were 
developed from an idea that the director had for a 
dramatic set-piece, such as the chase across Mount 
Rushmore that concludes his film North by North 
West (1959).

Vision: The visual design and structure of 
Hitchcock’s films present a singular vision. The 
director visualised all of his films in advance, 
creating detailed storyboards for each scene in the 
script. These storyboards ensured efficiency and 
economy in the shooting and editing of his films 
and also enabled Hitchcock to maintain creative 
control of the filmmaking process. His principal 
collaborators - the cinematographer, art director 
and editor - translated his vision onto celluloid. 

Common Narratives and Themes: There is a 
remarkable consistency in the director’s narrative 
and thematic concerns over the course of six 
decades of filmmaking and over fifty movies. Crime 
and the criminal mind were lifelong obsessions for 
Alfred Hitchcock. No other director is more closely 
associated with a single genre than Hitchcock, given 
that he virtually invented the suspense thriller. 
 
From his 1926 silent classic The Lodger onwards, 
Hitchcock continually returned to familiar themes:
• how to commit the perfect murder;
•  mistaken identity and the predicament of the 

wrongly accused man or woman;
•  the transference of guilt and the strange bond 

between the innocent and the guilty; and
• the theme of the alter ego.

Hitchcock’s films often feature a narrative enigma 
and story element that sets the action in motion. 
The director termed this, “a MacGuffin … the device, 
the gimmick, if you will, or the papers the spies 
are after. The only thing that really matters is 
that in the picture the plans, documents or secrets 
must be of vital importance to the characters. 
To me, the narrator, they are of no importance 
whatsoever.” (Duguid)

Technical Style and Experimentation: Hitchcock’s 
films can be identified by the director’s bold 
visual style, technical virtuosity and constant 
experimentation with film form and technique. This 
has become known as, “the Hitchcock touch”.

The director often set himself a technical challenge 
and then applied all of his mastery of film grammar 
to overcome it: how to tell a compelling story within 
one single room as in Rear Window (1954) or in one 
single take as in Rope (1948), how to bring to life a 
stage play using 3D as in Dial M for Murder (1954), 
or how to create horror and suspense without 
employing any musical score as in The Birds (1963). 

Hitchcock also enjoyed playing with genre 
conventions and often broke important narrative 
rules to challenge audience expectations. His 
most daring subversion of the classical Hollywood 
narrative was the killing a protagonist midway 
through the film in Psycho (1960). 

Public Persona: Hitchcock created a public persona 
for himself as the self-styled ‘Master of Suspense’. 
From early in his career, Hitchcock’s name and 
image were used to promote his films – in effect 
creating a brand - and he appeared in the trailers 
for films, such as Psycho and The Birds, speaking 
directly to the audience. In the 1950’s Hitchcock 
became the most famous director in the world and 
was an instantly recognisable household name. 
This was thanks to his brief appearances in all of his 
films and from his blackly comedic introductions 
to each episode of his TV series, Alfred Hitchcock 
Presents. The director achieved a unique position in 
cinema history receiving acclaim as both a serious 
artist and a popular entertainer. 
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