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Foreword to the 3rd Edition

MICHAEL TEMPLE

‘Godard’s future development is impossible to predict’

Richard Roud, 1970

Richard Roud’s Jean-Luc Godard originally appeared in 1967 as ‘Number One ’ in the ‘Cinema One ’ series, published by Martin Secker & Warburg, in association with Sight and Sound and the Education Department of the British Film Institute. A year later, the book was reprinted with some minor revisions; and then, in 1970, Roud made some more substantial changes for the second edition, published by Thames and Hudson. It is this 1970 edition that the BFI is re-issuing today. The general editors of the Cinema One series were Penelope Houston and Tom Milne for Sight and Sound, and Peter Wollen, followed by Christopher Williams, for BFI Education. As this constellation of names and institutions clearly suggests, Roud’s study was a pure product – and a faithful reflection – of a certain tendency in British film culture at the end of the 1960s. Cinéphile, progressive, European, intellectual, metropolitan. These were the key cultural and political values that set the tone for film education, film programming, film theory, and no doubt the avant-garde fringe of the film-making community, from the late 1950s through to the 1980s. In such a context, it is hardly surprising that Jean-Luc Godard, the star creative force of modern world cinema at the time, should be chosen as the artistic figurehead to launch the new series in 1967. Indeed, ‘Number One, Cinema One’ almost sounds like it could be an intertitle from a Godard film of the period. Likewise, the choice of Roud as author of the first volume in the series makes perfect sense, within the perspective of a cultural history of British film institutions and film criticism. As Houston later recalled:

[image: ]

When, in 1967, we published the first volume in the Cinema One series, a joint venture between Secker and Warburg and the BFI, there was never any doubt that it would be Roud on Godard. It yielded some of his best critical writing, as well as getting Cinema One off to a best-selling start.

(Sight and Sound, 58:2, Spring 1989, 104)

Critic, programmer and author, Roud combined these three complementary strands of his ‘passion for films’ from the late 1950s up to his death from a heart attack in 1989. Throughout this dynamic and polyvalent career, he moved essentially between three cultures and three cities: Paris, London, New York. Born in Boston, USA, in 1929, Roud had come to Europe in the 1950s to study on a Fulbright scholarship, first in Montpellier, France, then in Birmingham, England. Having initially earned his living by teaching English to US soldiers based in the UK (which would make a nice topic for a sketch by Godard), Roud was to find more rewarding employment when his friend Alain Tanner, the young French-Swiss film-maker, suggested that he try his luck at the BFI, which was then situated in Dean Street in London’s Soho. It was Houston who gave him a chance to write film criticism for Sight and Sound, his first articles appearing in 1956. By 1959, Roud had made himself sufficiently appreciated within the BFI to become programme officer at the National Film Theatre on London’s South Bank; and the following year he was put in charge of the London Film Festival, which was then still in its infancy. In 1962, the founders of the New York Film Festival persuaded the BFI to allow Roud to work simultaneously for their new project, which was largely inspired by the London model. Roud duly served as programme director and chairman of the programme committee in New York from 1963 to 1970, when he was named festival director, a post that he held until his controversial resignation in 1987. Between 1963 and 1969, Roud combined running the two festivals, along with his programming role at the NFT; in addition to which, he was working as chief film critic for the Guardian, while continuing to write regularly for Sight and Sound and other film journals. At the end of the 1960s, he gave up the London Film Festival and Guardian jobs (although he still wrote for the latter on a freelance basis), ostensibly in order to focus on the New York Film Festival. However, Roud remained a multi-tasking, transatlantic servant of the cinéphile cause throughout the next two decades. In France, notably, he had always enjoyed close contact with the Cahiers du cinéma and with key figures of Parisian film culture, such as Henri Langlois, the legendary director of the Cinémathèque Française, about whom he would write his 1983 study, A Passion for Films (New York: Viking Press), and François Truffaut, whose biography Roud was working on at the time of his death. For it is not the least of his achievements that, somehow, within this Godard-like whirl and typically ‘Sixties’ swirl of creative energies and cultural exchanges, Roud also found the time to write several major film books, amongst which, of course, his monograph on Godard is the best known. In 1958, he had produced the relatively modest Max Ophuls: An Index for the BFI. In 1971, he published a groundbreaking study of the work of Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet, also in the Cinema One series for the BFI. There followed in 1980 the two-volume Cinema: A Critical Dictionary: The Major Filmmakers (which includes an eleven-page entry on Godard written by Roud) for Secker & Warburg, as well as the aforementioned history of Langlois and the Cinémathèque.

All in all, then, if some young researcher were ready to take up the challenge, Roud’s career, in the double sense of a professional itinerary and a personal journey,would provide a fascinating insight into the history of British – and more broadly, Western – film culture of the last fifty years. In France (where he was made a ‘knight of the Legion of Honour’), his posthumous reputation would probably carry some of the hagiographic aura that the French have accorded to the ghost of Henri Langlois or, more recently, to the great film critic and media commentator, Serge Daney. In
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