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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The longterm goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect showprints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, filmmakers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon ... informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves.

New Statesman & Society
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INTRODUCTION
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Some decades stare us in the face with defiance. The 20s, with their financial woes and artistic energy, or the 60s, rebelling against the status quo in everything from politics to pop music and couture. The 50s appeared austere and bland at the time, yet they produced Ingmar Bergman and Federico Fellini, two of Woody Allen's personal idols.

Perhaps the 70s have not yet assumed a shape and a flavour all their own. Lethargic in a Europe exhausted from the 'events' of '68 and their aftershock, the decade would prove more exciting in the United States. Feminism seized the high ground, everyone seemed to have a shri and a shrink, drugs brought a whiff of mischief to any social conclave, and the science of navel-gazing reached new heights.

Smack in the midst of the 70s, Woody Allen wrote and shot Annie Hall. With one bound he joined the pantheon of American directors, although his stature as a comedian was already assured thanks to hits like Bananas, Sleeper, Play It Again, Sam, and Love and Death.

Annie Hall (1977) happens to be one of the funniest pictures made in America since World War Two. Groucho Marx, who died on the first day of the year, and Charlie Chaplin, who passed away on one of the last, would both have been proud to sign such a film. Although it had opened in springtime, its reputation had not faded by the time Academy members came to vote the following February. Annie Hall won the Oscars for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actress and Best Screenplay. Allen himself was nominated for Best Actor, but lost to Richard Dreyfuss for The Goodbye Girl. The film broke five Manhattan house records in its first weekend, earned $12 million in rentals at the US box-office (in a year when Star Wars and Rocky dominated the charts), and found appreciative audiences around the world. Love and Death, Allen's previous release, earned just $6,875,000 in rentals in the United States. In today's money, the international box-office gross for Annie Hall would exceed $100 million.

If the 70s can be assessed with increasing certainty as a decade of renaissance in American film, Woody Allen stands apart as having the finest talent to amuse (pace Mel Brooks). For Robert Benayoun, he is 'the only comic of international renown who can be described as an intellectual; and far from wearing out his welcome, he has never ceased to entertain his public with shrewd and playful observations.'1

Five Easy Pieces, with its poignant loss of hope and its grimace in the face of a crass society, had set the tone for the years ahead. Cassavetes, Coppola, Scorsese, Altman, Mazursky and de Palma each more or less presented a dark mirror to the 70s' soul. Films like The Conversation, All the President's Men, Chinatown and Three Days of the Condor reflected the political paranoia in the wake of Watergate.

By the time that Annie Hall appeared, on 20 April 1977, Hollywood was entering a period of change and self-scrutiny. The producer David Begelman had been found cashing cheques illegally at Columbia Pictures. Roman Polanski had been accused of having underage sex and had to flee the United States. Francis Ford Coppola was mortgaging the smoke from his house in order to save Apocalypse Now from oblivion. And one month later, on 25 May, the opening of George Lucas's Star Wars would herald an era of visceral action and adventure films built on old-fashioned values and exerting few demands on the minds of their audience.

Woody Allen's output during this period covers a remarkable range of form and content: Bananas, Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex (But Were Afraid to Ask), Sleeper, Love and Death, Annie Hall, Interiors and Manhattan. Seven features in ten years, plus of course a scintillating appearance in Herbert Ross's Play It Again, Sam (written for the stage and screen by Allen himself), and a more sombre role in Martin Ritt's The Front. Diane Jacobs has commented that 'Annie Hall is fundamentally neither timely nor realistic. In sharp contrast to such contemporary works as Michael Ritchie's 1977 Semi-Tough, Paul Mazursky's 1978 An Unmarried Woman, and Claudia Weill's 1978 Girlfriends, Allen observes but never stresses current social issues: never posits feminism (any more than as a narrative crisis), for instance, as "the reason why" something does or doesn't happen between a man and a woman.'2

Most filmgoers remember Annie Hall with a smile and a chuckle. For Allen himself, however, the film marked a career staging-post, even a departure from his previous work. It gave him the courage to pursue more serious, substantial themes while giving vent to the personal complexes that hitherto he'd aired only to live audiences as a stand-up comedian.

This was also the first time that he had paid homage to his home town, New York. The spirit of that city and, specifically among the five boroughs, of Manhattan and Brooklyn, has dominated a majority of his seventeen features since Annie Hall.

Every film in a 'contemporary' setting must lose some of its tang and relevance beyond its sell-by date. Some of the cultural references in Annie Hall no longer raise a laugh with anyone under forty; and some of its technical gimmicks look a trifle twee. But the verbal foreplay and the relaxed acting have endured, along with the seamless, swivelling drift of the narrative.


THE PERSONAL SIDE
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Most of the interesting ingredients of Woody Allen's life and personality can be gleaned from a study of his films, apart from his skill at playing the saxophone and the commitment he has given to jazz (note how the sea-deep melancholy of September is immeasurably enhanced by its jazz music on the soundtrack).

The paradox lies in his willingness to expose his innermost thoughts and complexes on screen, while leading an almost reclusive existence in New York. He may brush aside autograph hunters while dining at favourite restaurants like Elaine's or playing at Michael's Pub, but he does appear at the occasional party (for example, the one hosted by book publishers Harry N. Abrams in late 1995 for the launch of Brian Hamill's still photos of Allen's films). He may refuse to attend film festivals, even Cannes, to promote his work, and yet he has worked on location in Italy, France, Hungary aa well as California, his least favourite state of mind. He never shared a common apartment with Mia Farrow, but when she and he fought for custody of some of their children in 1992, Allen threw reticence to the winds and did not shirk the required court appearances. At the time he made Stardust Memories, at the end of the 70s, he resented the notion that his private relationships, by being shown on screen, could be applauded by audiences.

The clue to such contradictions can be found in the profession he has embraced from the earliest days
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