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A Note on Names and Film Titles
Throughout this book I have tried wherever possible to refer to films under a generally
accepted English-language release title, where such exists. Many films, however, were
never released commercially, or had different titles in Britain and North America, have
acquired new titles on re-release, or were given titles which for one reason or other
simply didn’t stick. Faced with a potentially confusing situation, I have applied a
mixture of common sense and personal prejudice. Some films are uncontroversially
referred to by their original title: for example, L’avventura, Hiroshima mon amour, Les
Carabiniers. Others have an equally uncontroversial release title: Before the
Revolution, The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie, Antonio das Mortes. In cases
where choices have had to be made, I have used original titles for a number of films
where the available English title or titles seemed to be in some way unsatisfactory.
Thus François Truffaut’s Les Quatre cents coups has two English titles. One is The
Four Hundred Blows, which is a literal rendering of the original but means nothing at
all in English. The other is Wild Oats, which captures the sense of the original but
never caught on. Since neither is satisfactory I have stuck with the original. I have also
stuck with the original for Jean-Luc Godard’s first feature À bout de souffle, rather
than use the translated title Breathless, which is the name of Jim McBride’s 1983
remake. For Eastern European and Japanese films, English titles are used throughout.
(In the case of the films of Nagisa Oshima this has involved choosing among a
plethora of British and American, cinematic and video release titles, the rationale for
which is explained in a note on p. 225.) In general, as between British and American
titles, I have tended on the whole to prefer British as (again on the whole) they tend to
be more accurate. Thus, for Louis Malle’s Ascenseur pour l’échafaud I have chosen
Lift to the Scaffold rather than Elevator to the Gallows: in France criminals are (or
were) executed by guillotine, not hanged on gallows. I have, however preferred the
American Loves of a Blonde for Miloš Forman’s Lásky jedné plavovlásky to the
British A Blonde in Love, and Sandra to the abstruse Of a Thousand Delights for
Luchino Visconti’s Vaghe stelle dell’Orsa. Nothing much hinges on these decisions,
but since the issue can be problematic in some cases, the index of film titles at the end
of the book contains original, US, and UK titles for most films referred to in the book.
Accents and diacritical marks on names in European languages have been
preserved as far as possible, though I cannot guarantee 100 per cent accuracy in every
case. Roman Polánski as Roman Polanski is deliberate, since that is how his name has
been spelled ever since he left Poland for the West in 1963; any other absent
diacriticals are an oversight. Japanese names are given in western order, given name
followed by family name, and without macrons: thus Nagisa Oshima rather than
Ōshima Nagisa.
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Preface to the 2013 Edition
When this book first appeared in 2008 it was on the whole well received. But it left a
major hostage to fortune in the form of an admission in the Introduction that it was not
a particularly learned work and that it was (partly as a consequence of this) unduly
focused on the cinemas of Western Europe. I felt at the time, and still do, that for the
most part this was a limitation that had to be lived with, even if it meant, for example,
being skimpy in my treatment of the cinemas of parts of the world such as Eastern
Europe whose (many) languages I do not read or understand. But there were two
absences from the panorama presented in the book which I deeply regretted. Most
grievously absent was any treatment of the new cinema that emerged in Japan, almost
entirely unknown in the West, more or less contemporary with the Nouvelle Vague in
France, and whose supreme representative was Nagisa Oshima. And the other was an
amorphous phenomenon which grew up at the same time in the United States (mainly
in New York), and which was sometimes dignified by the name New American
Cinema, though it was never really any such thing, even if many good films came out
of it.
For this second edition I have expanded Chapter 6 of the book to take into account
this so-called New American Cinema and whose most interesting feature was its
overlap with the new documentary that emerged in the USA and Canada round about
the same time. I have also added an ‘auteur’ chapter on Oshima, though it is not
entirely about Oshima as an auteur since it also devotes some space to the film-making
context in Japan in the 1960s out of which many other good film-makers also
emerged. I was able to do this because in 2009 James Quandt at the Ontario
Cinematheque in Toronto mounted a complete retrospective of Oshima’s work,
including many films hardly known at all in the West. When this retrospective came to
London in 2010 I was able to renew my acquaintance with the work of an artist whose
originality as a film-maker is parallelled in the period only by Godard. I have also
taken the opportunity provided by this second edition to correct some typographic and
factual errors in the text and to remove some bits of digressive material (mainly in the
chapters on Britain and on Italy) that strayed too far from the main theme of the book.
Finally, I have added a list of fifty innovative films, not all strictly from the ‘new’
cinemas and not necessarily the ‘best’ or the most important, which readers of the
book might want to chase up on DVD or (if possible) on the big screen.
GNS
November 2012
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Introduction
What Were the Sixties?
The subject of this book is the new cinemas of the 1960s, mainly though not
exclusively in Europe. As to what constituted a new cinema and even as to what
constituted the 1960s, I have been flexible. There can always be a debate as to what
constituted a new cinema, and there also can be (and indeed there always is) a debate
as to what constitutes the 1960s in more than a pedantically chronological sense.
Basically, in this book I have started by treating under the rubric ‘new cinemas’ those
films and film movements which had the label attached to them, formally or
informally, at the time of their emergence, any time from the late 1950s onwards.
Thus, obviously, the French New Wave or Nouvelle Vague, Brazil’s Cinema Novo, the
Czechoslovak New Wave, Germany’s Young German Cinema (Junges deutsches
Kino) and, at the end of the period, New German Cinema (Neues deutsches Kino).
Also identifiable new cinemas such as the breakout into feature film-making of British
Free Cinema; the undoubtedly new (though not so often named as such) cinema that
grew up in Italy in the void left by the demise of neo-realism; Cuban cinema in the
immediate post-Revolution period which was new almost by definition; and other
related novelties in Yugoslavia (with Dušan Makavejev) or Japan (with Nagisa
Oshima). All these figure in the book, though not all are discussed in detail. As for the
chronology, I have stretched it to make it fit my understanding of what counted as
important in the general period under consideration. From a film point of view, the
1960s begin emblematically in May 1959, with the triumph at Cannes of François
Truffaut’s Les Quatre cents coups and Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima mon amour.
Arguably, a starting point could be set even earlier, possibly as far back as February
1956, with the first Free Cinema screenings at the National Film Theatre in London.
The period ends, not spectacularly but with a gentle fade-out, sometime in the early or
mid-1970s, when the impulse behind the new cinemas runs out and when, moreover,
New Hollywood emerges and the Empire Strikes Back.
This deliberately loose approach begs a number of questions, to which it is worth
attempting to give at least approximate answers early on. The first question is, what
exactly is new about these new cinemas apart from the fact that they were perceived as
such by certain people at the time? Forty or more years on, ought we continue to take
the judgement of these people on trust, or might we not do better to make a more
substantive definition of what really was new in the cinemas of the period? Was the
novelty of the new cinemas the same in France as in Brazil? Was it aesthetic or
political? Did the novelty reside in the films themselves, or was it something broader,
to do with changes in the surrounding culture and in the audience and the expectations
it had of cinema? Might there have been other novelties, less remarked on at the time,
which better deserve the title ‘new cinema’ than the phenomena generally recognized
as such?
To start with the question of how reputations were acquired, commentators at the
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time did have their blind spots. The reputations of the new cinemas were made at
festivals and press shows, by the opinions of critics and fellow film-makers, and
consolidated at the box office by what can generically be called the ‘art cinema’
audience. This audience took its cue from critics and commentators but it was in its
own right a shaping force in making the new cinemas what they were. It is possible
with hindsight to point to serious over- and under-valuations by opinion-formers and
public alike. The judgements of the time were limited by ignorance, fashion, and
snobbery in various combinations and it is not too difficult for a writer arriving later
on the scene to reorder the picture in all sorts of ways in the light of changing tastes. If
I have refrained from doing so to any great degree, it is because the judgements of the
time are themselves part of what created the time and made it what it was. ‘The
cinema’ was (and is) much more than just the films that are made at a particular
moment in time. It includes the assumptions that film-makers individually or
collectively bring to their craft, the expectations they have of favourable or
unfavourable reception, and the reception itself. I have tried on the whole to position
myself inside this cinema rather than outside or above it, and to recreate the world of
the new cinemas as it appeared to participants in that world rather than view it with
conscious and critical distance.

Against ‘false perfection’
This said, it is also possible to make certain assertions about the ways in which the
new cinemas were new other than simply in name. For a start, almost without
exception the new cinemas were a rebellion. Principally this rebellion was aesthetic
and was in opposition to what I have elsewhere called the ‘false perfection’ of the
studio film.1 The falsely perfect studio films against which the new cinemas rebelled
were made above all in Hollywood, film factory to the world. But sometimes the
rebellion was against a target closer to home, as with the French Nouvelle Vague’s
oedipal revolt against Daddy’s cinema – le cinéma de papa – encapsulated in the
native ‘quality tradition’. Meanwhile the rebellion was also political, with most of the
new cinemas (the French again a partial exception) aligned on the new, non-Stalinist
left. In Eastern Europe the rebellion was necessarily aesthetic and political at the same
time, since to break out of the confines of official socialist realism was already a
political gesture and no forward movement, aesthetic or political, was possible without
it.
The rebellion was also vociferous. The new cinemas announced themselves
polemically. The old cinema was not only rejected but denounced. Many of the new
film-makers were critics, and some of them, such as François Truffaut in France or
Lindsay Anderson in Britain, quite vociferous and even violent about what they
disapproved of or simply didn’t like. The British (Free Cinema, February 1956) and
the Germans (Oberhausen, February 1962) produced manifestos; the French were less
formal but the volume and directedness of the criticism in Cahiers du cinéma was
equally, in fact more, effective. Having denounced the opposition, the new filmmakers then had to prove themselves capable of doing better, which in many cases
they did.
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One reason why the new cinemas rebelled against perfection was because they
could not afford it. The new cinemas were on the whole poor cinemas. The size of the
audience was unpredictable, varying from the modest to the minuscule, and the small
budgets available for films pitched at this uncertain market often made technical
perfection unattainable. But the perfection achieved with the aid of higher budgets and
all-round professionalism was felt by many of the new film-makers to be a cover for
an interior void. Refined dialogue, perfect match cuts, impeccably even lighting,
spectacular action, these were attributes that might be worth pursuing if you had the
money, but on the other hand they might not. From early on – in fact from as early as
Jean-Luc Godard’s first feature, À bout de souffle, released in March 1960 – the new
cinemas learnt to make a virtue of necessity. If a film was rough-and-ready in the way
it was put together, then so be it. If it breathed more life as a result, so much the better.
But because the new films were often imperfect, they drew attention to themselves –
not only to what they were saying but to who was saying it. The relationship between
film-maker and public was redefined. In place of an unspoken compact between the
film industry and the audience there came into being a more personal relationship
between the film-maker and the spectator. With the mass audience in decline, a greater
proportion of cinemagoing became an elective activity, supported by listings
magazines that were perused by prospective movie goers in search of the ‘new
Antonioni’, the ‘new Godard’, or whatever it might be. Around the new-style compact
arose a new film culture, enabling a new type of cinema to thrive as never before.
At the time they first appeared the new cinemas were celebrated rather than
theorized. Critics sensed their novelty without being able to define it. A few instances
of profound intuition, as in Susan Sontag’s brilliant essay on Godard’s Vivre sa vie,2
alternated with regular examples of vapid impressionism and frequent reduction of the
unknown into more familiar terminology. It was only after the event, with the arrival
on the scene of ‘film theory’ in the late 1960s and early 1970s that concepts were
developed which could be used coherently to define the ways in which the new
cinemas differed systematically from cinemas that preceded them (and co-existed with
and even survived them). In this book I shall be sparing in my application of these
after-the-event concepts to the cinemas and films under consideration, but it is worth
looking briefly at some of the ways in which they provide retrospective illumination
on what was happening at the time.
Principally the new conceptual frameworks operated by negation. By focusing in
the first instance on the kind of cinema that the new cinemas were not, and against
which they were in many cases reacting, they highlighted certain key elements of
difference between the old cinemas and the new, systematizing many things that filmmakers and critics were aware of in a diffuse way but not necessarily with any great
degree of theoretical awareness.
The first breakthrough was to see Hollywood (and by extension other conventional
cinemas) as a fundamentally inexplicit cinema, that is to say one in which the marks of
enunciation are suppressed or naturalized and stories are told which appear to be
telling themselves rather than being developed from a position which the audience can
locate and, if necessary, challenge. By contrast, the new cinemas, or some of them,
told stories in which the points of enunciation were always in some way and to some
degree explicit. This might take the obvious form of direct reminders to the spectator
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of the way the images were being put together and of the image-maker who was
responsible for putting them where they were, or that of less obvious but nevertheless
unambiguous indicators that the film unrolling in the spectator’s presence represented
not a substitute reality but an alternative take on what reality might be. To the former
category would belong, in very different ways, Jean-Luc Godard or Federico Fellini;
to the second, and again in quite different ways, Michelangelo Antonioni or Ingmar
Bergman.
The vocabulary employed in this approach was that of semiotics, which began to
influence thinking about film in France from about 1964 onwards, though somewhat
later in Britain and the USA. A similar set of conclusions about the fundamental
differentness of the new cinemas from a presumed norm represented by Hollywood
can be found in David Bordwell’s 1985 book Narration in the Fiction Film, which
uses a less semiotically inflected language to characterize various forms of nonclassical, non-Hollywood narration present in films both from the 1960s and from
earlier decades.3 For Bordwell, what distinguishes these other forms of narration is not
so much the film-maker’s activity in making enunciation present to the spectator as the
activity demanded of the spectator in order to decipher formal procedures which signal
themselves as deviations from an enduring norm. In this respect the new cinemas are
mainly remarkable for the sheer number of ‘deviant’ practices which were able to
flourish between the time of, say, Godard’s À bout de souffle in 1960 and Miklós
Janscó’s The Confrontation in 1968.
Around the same time, but slower to make an impact in the English-speaking
world, the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze published two volumes of reflections on
the cinema, respectively subtitled ‘L’image-mouvement’ (1983) and ‘L’image-temps’
(1985), which set out among other things to ground a fundamental distinction in the
cinema between films (the great majority at all times) characterized by what he called
the ‘movement image’ and those (a minority, almost all of them relatively recent)
characterized by a different form of image entirely, the ‘time image’.4 Put very
crudely, in movement-image films there is movement in space as required by the
necessities of the action, but time has no real presence in the film except as a vector
along which action takes place. Then, beginning in 1945 with Italian neo-realism and
gathering pace with, for instance, Antonioni and Resnais in the early 1960s, time
begins to make its presence felt as something in itself, above and beyond the forward
movement of the action. The new cinemas of the 1960s are not all time-image
cinemas, but many of them are, and across a wide spectrum. Alongside those of filmmakers already cited, one could add the names of Miloš Forman and Jiři Menzel in
Czechoslovakia, Theo Angelopoulos in Greece, Alexander Kluge and later Wim
Wenders in Germany, Andrei Tarkovsky in the Soviet Union, and others almost too
numerous to mention. Here the break with normal cinema is not formal but existential
or, to coin a phrase, consistential, since it is a change in the very stuff of which cinema
consists. Deleuze also deserves credit for restoring to film theory a sense of films as
living organisms rather than as anatomical specimens being examined for the presence
of signs.

The 1960s
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The most important single consideration, however, concerns the relationship of the
new cinemas to the decade in which they were born and, in some cases, died. I have
called this decade the 1960s, in numerals rather than spelled out as Sixties, partly as a
matter of stylistic or graphic convention, but also to pre-empt the kind of
personification that tends to accompany spelled out names: the Twenties that roared,
the Thirties that were always depressed, or in our case the Sixties that had to swing –
which of course they did, but not everywhere.
The fact is, the 1960s of popular mythology, the ‘Swinging Sixties’ of sex, drugs,
and rock’n’roll, did not happen all at once or to everyone at the same time. Indeed for
many people in the world they did not happen at all. Life was very different for
peasants in Vietnam sheltering under a hail of American bombs than it was for the
hippies of Haight-Ashbury or the mods cruising London’s King Road on their
Lambrettas and Vespas. Even in the heartlands of the West the sixties revolution
spread slowly. There were real changes in attitudes to sex but they often had more to
do with what became admitted into discourse than with sexual behaviour itself. The
female contraceptive pill, perhaps the most emblematic of all developments in the
decade, did not become available to young unmarried women before 1964 or 1965,
and then only in non-Catholic countries and from a handful of enlightened doctors. As
for rock’n’roll, the new music associated with the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, and the
Beach Boys, not to mention the ultimate 1960s folk hero Bob Dylan, did not really
establish itself as a cultural force before 1963 at the earliest, soon becoming quite
mainstream in English-speaking countries but remaining decidedly exotic in
continental Europe and Latin America. The same could be said of recreational and
‘mind-expanding’ drugs, whose use became more and more prevalent as the decade
went on, but again mainly in Britain and North America.
Subsuming the 1960s under the sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll mantra is even more
questionable when one looks at how these themes were treated in the cinema, whether
old or new. There was certainly more sex, and sex-talk, in 1960s films than in those of
the 1950s, thanks to a widespread liberalization of censorship regimes, not only in the
Western world but in Eastern Europe and in Japan. But the mainstream cinema shied
away from the drugs culture, on the one hand recognizing that dope-smoking could no
longer be treated according to the traditional ‘problem film’ agenda but remaining on
the other hand wary of seeming to endorse an activity of which many people
disapproved and which was in any case illegal just about everywhere. The drugs
culture for which the period was famous does make an appearance in a few British
films of the late 1960s and early 1970s, most famously Performance (1970), and in
Underground films and in one or two mainstream or semi-mainstream American films
such as Easy Rider (1969). But it barely figures in European films, with a couple of
exceptions such as Agnès Varda’s Lions Love (1969), which is really an American
Underground film made by a Frenchwoman, and Antonioni’s Blow Up (1966) and
Zabriskie Point (1970), which are respectively British and American films made by an
Italian fascinated by what was going on in the exotic worlds of first London and then
Los Angeles.
As for the music, the original rock’n’roll of the 1950s had been enthusiastically
adopted by the cinema, not only in the USA and Britain but also in continental Europe,
where Luchino Visconti (of all people) staged a spectacular dance number to the sound
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of Bill Haley’s rendition of ‘Thirteen women’ in his film White Nights in 1957. But the
new music proved harder to squeeze into a show-biz format and it took the highly
original talent of Richard Lester, with the two Beatles films A Hard Day’s Night
(1964) and Help! (1965), before the anarchic energy of 1960s pop could be harnessed
to cinematic purposes. After that other films followed, including Godard’s
idiosyncratic One Plus One with the Rolling Stones in 1968. There were also
documentaries, such as D. A. Pennebaker’s Don’t Look Back (1967), tracking Bob
Dylan’s contested concert tour of Britain in 1966. But on the whole cinema and rock
music continued throughout the 1960s to occupy separate spheres, with remarkably
little overlap.
In any case, the 1960s was not just pop culture, even if that is what it is
remembered for. The period also saw a resurgence of the artistic avant-gardes, which
had led a rather stifled existence in the post-war period. The spirit of the avant-gardes
did not always translate itself rapidly into the cinema, which is on the whole a
conservative institution. There was a film avant-garde in the 1950s, but it was pretty
well invisible outside New York and a few other metropolitan centres such as San
Francisco, Paris, London, or Vienna. In the 1960s this burst out in a new form as the
Underground, while literary, dramatic, and visual art avant-garde ideas (again
originating in the 1950s) also found their way into the cinema, along with a new
Marxist-influenced radical politics.
The 1960s thus saw a popularization of the French ‘Nouveau Roman’ of Alain
Robbe-Grillet, Michel Butor, Marguerite Duras, and others, which was translated into
other languages and found its way into cinema first with films by Alain Resnais using
the nouveaux romanciers as scriptwriters and then with films by Robbe-Grillet and
Duras themselves. The decade also saw a powerful influence on the theatre of the
ideas and practices of Bertolt Brecht, whose famous Berliner Ensemble had visited
Paris in 1954 and London in 1956, bringing with it a revolutionary new approach to
dramatic performance. Brechtian influence spread slowly but became quite pervasive
in the early 1960s and made the leap into the cinema through the work of Godard,
Jean-Marie Straub, and Rainer Werner Fassbinder from mid-decade onwards. Brecht
was a Marxist, and the influence of his theatre was inseparable from the revival of
interest in Marxism associated with the New Left. The new Marxism – sometimes
called ‘western Marxism’ – took various forms but all were united in criticizing the
economism of orthodox Marxist doctrines and emphasizing the importance of
ideology and culture in formulating a critique of advanced capitalist societies. As such,
it provided a strong counter-current to the consumerism prevalent in the more
prosperous parts of the West.

Two narratives
Making sense of the turbulent mix of things that constituted the 1960s is not easy.
Basically there are two main narratives of the period, a narrative of liberation and a
narrative of modernization. Of these it is the liberation narrative that had most force at
the time, whereas the modernization narrative is mainly after the event and follows the
recognition that much of what in the 1960s appeared to be going somewhere in fact
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led nowhere and the actual legacy of the period can be interpreted quite differently.
According to the modernization narrative, the 1960s are to be seen mainly as a
great step forward in a process of modernization which continues uninterrupted up to
the present. Sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll fit into this narrative to the extent that the
period represents the beginnings of a liberalization, now almost total, in the ways sex
and sexuality can be publicly represented, not to mention a liberalization of laws
governing what consenting adults are allowed to consent to. Less agreeably, they can
also be seen as the relatively innocent harbinger of a world in which the trade in illegal
drugs (very little change there: they are still illegal) has become a massive business of
enormous concern to governments across the world. Back in the realm of culture they
can be argued to presage the triumph of pop over culture as a whole. In these respects
an unbroken line can be seen to connect the 1960s to whatever the name or number is
of the decade in which this book is being written and published.
But in other respects too a continuity can be posited, with the presumed modernity
of the 1960s being seen as a starting point or staging post on the long road to the
present. The 1960s can thus be seen – I think legitimately – as at the very least an
important step in the long process of secularization of western society, when religion
began to lose both its attraction and its coercive power. Also – and again this is fair
enough – there is continuity with the present in the spread of consumerism, as larger
and larger segments of the population not only had more money to spend but became
more flamboyant in how they spent it. One could, furthermore, see the 1960s as a
crucial early stage of the gradual process of colorization of representation, whose
results we now take for granted. The world of the 1950s was one when media
representations, except for Hollywood films and a small proportion of British and
European ones, were black and white; TV was black and white; newspaper ads and
press photographs were black and white; holiday snaps were black and white; had
there been computers or security cameras with screens, those screens too would have
been black and white or at any rate monochrome. Now all these things are in colour,
and quasi-lifelike representations of things in the world surround us at every turn. This
is a huge change in the phenomenology of everyday life which has crept up almost
unnoticed and where, again, if a starting point can be located anywhere, it must surely
be the 1960s. It is also no accident that the 1960s was also a period in which the world
itself, or at least the western world, became more colourful, as oil and smokeless fuel
gradually replaced the smokier forms of coal that shrouded cities in fog and blackened
their buildings. In fashion and street life, as in representation, the 1960s were bright,
just as the art and music of the period were for the most part jolly, or at any rate
remembered as such.
This narrative has a lot to recommend it, but it is essentially a narrative of what
has survived. It is teleological in implicitly seeing modernity (or what we now call
modernity) as a goal, to which the world in the 1960s was already tending. The
problem with it is that it does not recognize the extent to which some developments
(such as consumerism) were fiercely resisted while others (such as colorization) were
unforeseen and at the time no more than incidental to the main thrust of events.
Crucially, too, it neglects the elements of discontinuity between the 1960s and the
present which are every bit as important as the presumed continuities.
The most important of these discontinuities is provided by the demise of socialism
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both as reality and as an ideal. This is not the place to go into the reasons why the
command economies and repressive political systems of the Soviet Union and its
satellites had to be wiped off the historical map. What matters is that in the 1960s they
still existed and exercised an ambivalent power over thinking in the period. On the
positive side they represented an oppositional force that kept the domination of
capitalism in check. On the negative, this ‘actually existing socialism’, as it was
sometimes called, had very little power of attraction over the young intellectuals of the
period. But the limited appeal of socialism as it existed did not lessen the power of the
ideal, and the 1960s was above all an idealistic decade. For millions of people
throughout the world the idea that there might be no alternative to capitalism was
unthinkable. From speeded-up rhythms in the factory, to military intervention in
Central America in defence of US investments, to the ‘bourgeois’ organization of
knowledge in the universities, the evils of capitalism were seen as manifest and to be
resisted by all available means. The same intolerance of the established order extended
to personal life: the expression of sexuality was a right, as was the choice of preferred
intoxicants, and these rights had to be asserted against the repressive forces that denied
them.
The concept which in the 1960s linked together such disparate phenomena as
opposition to the American war on Vietnam and the presumed right to sexual selfexpression was liberation and history was widely seen as progressing in this direction.
Hence the notion of a narrative of liberation as the lodestar of the period. Brought up
to believe that they lived in the Free World, young people in particular experienced
their life as one of unfreedom. Taking their cue from the resistance movements in the
Second World War, independence movements in oppressed and colonized countries –
in Algeria, Vietnam, Mozambique, or Palestine, for instance – set out their goal as
national liberation and this is reflected in their names: Front de Libération Nationale,
National Liberation Front, Frente de Liberação de Moçambique, Palestine Liberation
Organization. As well as national liberation there were other liberations on offer. There
was liberation to be pursued in countries suffering from dictatorship (Fascist or
Communist); there was liberation theology (mainly in Latin America); and there were
various liberations touted around in the world of sex and gender – generic sexual
liberation in the mid-1960s, followed by Women’s Liberation at the end of the decade
and Gay Liberation hot on its heels.
Not all these liberations were of the same kind. Independence from foreign rule is
not much of a liberation if it is immediately transmuted into home-grown dictatorship.
The interesting thing, though, is the way they were collapsed into each other, as if a
single goal was being pursued in all these different walks of life, although even at the
time a moment’s reflection sufficed to realize that this was not the case. This
reflection, however, came only later, and in two forms: first, a recognition that the
world was not in fact progressing inexorably towards liberation; and second, an unease
with some of the results which liberation had achieved. The reflux against the
liberationist narrative began even before the decade was out, with the defeat –
temporary or permanent, nobody knew for sure – of some of the utopias of May 1968
and the crushing of dissent in Czechoslovakia a few months later. There are signs of it
too in the puritanical reaction of parts of the women’s movement to the one-sided way
in which men (some men) interpreted sexual liberation to their own advantage. But for
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the most part the early 1970s were a time in which the liberationist aims of the 1960s
continued to be pushed forward. In Spain, Franco died in 1975 and his regime
collapsed; in Portugal, Salazar’s death in 1970 was followed by an attempt to retain
continuity but there was a revolution in 1974 and Angola and Mozambique finally
obtained the independence they had long struggled for; the Americans were thrown
out of Vietnam. But as the new decade wore on the picture became cloudy. Vietnam,
although liberated, remained desperately poor; the socialist government of Chile was
overthrown by a military coup; Angola and Mozambique were undermined by South
African sponsored rebellions; Eastern Europe stagnated, while in the west capitalism
regrouped and the gains won by workers were nullified by inflation and low
productivity. The election in Britain in 1979 of a Conservative government dedicated
to monetarist economics, erosion of the welfare state, reassertion of traditional moral
values (whatever those might be), and a redefinition of freedom as consumer choice
was not the end of everything, because other countries, notably France, restabilized in
a more social-democratic direction. But much of what the 1960s had stood for, or were
felt to have stood for, simply disappeared. By the end of the 1980s, with the collapse
of Communism, not only in its ‘actually existing’ version but as a credible ideal, the
liberationist narrative of the 1960s had currency only as myth.

Periodizing the 1960s
In spite of all that can be said against it from a present or presentist standpoint, the
liberationist narrative is still convincing as a means of understanding the 1960s as they
happened, and to the extent that this book aims to look at the period from the inside
and not to second-guess it in the light of later history, it is the narrative I shall broadly
follow here. It remains to relate the chronology of the new cinemas to that of the
period at as a whole. This is not as difficult as one might expect – provided one
recognizes that not everywhere in the world developed in the same way or at the same
pace.
In general terms the 1960s can be seen as falling into three parts. There is a ‘pre1960s’, which in world terms can be seen as lasting from the Hungary and Suez crises
at the end of 1956, to the achievement of Algerian independence in 1962. This is the
period of the Free Cinema movement in Britain, of the Nouvelle Vague in France, and
the ‘Polish School’ which flourished during a brief period of liberalization in Poland
and other parts of East Central Europe. These cinemas share a strong impulse towards,
in Truffaut’s phrase, ‘realism and life’, in opposition to the stale formulae of the studio
films of the period (in the Polish case, those of a ‘socialist realism’ which was neither
realist nor socialist). The 1960s proper lasted roughly from 1963 to 1968, coinciding
with the steady escalation of the American war in Vietnam and culminating with the
May Events in Paris and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. To this period belong
the Czechoslovak New Wave, the Young German Cinema, the first stirrings of new
cinemas in Latin America, and a plethora of often rather confusing developments in
other countries. In this period realism ceases to be an unquestioned value, but the
move away from it takes contradictory forms, from the exploration of sexual fantasy in
Roman Polanski’s Repulsion (1965) and Luis Buñuel’s Belle de Jour (1967), to the
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ritualism of Glauber Rocha’s Black God, White Devil (1964), to the sheer wackiness of
Richard Lester, to the beginnings of a Brechtianized cinema in Godard and Straub.
After 1968 there is a third phase as opposition to the Vietnam War reaches its climax,
the thwarted militancy of the May events finds outlet in terrorism, and Europe begins
to rethink the founding myths of its post-1945 resurgence. Even more than the 1963–
68 period, this ‘post-1960s’ is hard to characterize in cinema terms and I would be
hesitant to make patterns where none exist. But of the traumatic character of 1968
there can be no doubt. Optimism and the belief in a better world round the corner are
in diminishing supply. Films become more reflective and finally, after a long silence,
the cinema follows the lead of literature in critically examining the recent past.

Why Europe?
Finally I need to say something about the last of the questions posed at the beginning
of this introduction: why, if the new cinemas were a worldwide phenomenon, does this
book concentrate so heavily on Western Europe? There are two reasons for this, good
and less good.
The less good reason is a self-limiting one. This is not a learned book. I have not
read massively in the secondary literatures or chased down abstruse films that have
disappeared from circulation. I am dependent on what I know or have been able easily
to find out. I am reasonably confident that in matters to do with Western European
cinema I at least know what I am talking about. But when it comes to Czech, Japanese,
or even Brazilian cinema, I am at a loss. I can only follow the films (if available at all)
through subtitles which are frequently unreliable and the literature about them in a (to
me) more accessible language rarely seems to address the questions that I think need
answering. For that reason alone I have not given Eastern European, Latin American,
or Japanese cinemas the space they undoubtedly deserve. If this is Eurocentrism, all I
can plead is guilty with mitigation.
There is, however, a good reason for Eurocentrism in talking about the new
cinemas of the 1960s and this is that Europe really was the centre of most of what
went during the decade. Paris, London, and Rome were the centre, and Rio de Janeiro
and Tokyo were the periphery. Los Angeles was also on the periphery and even New
York was not as central as New Yorkers would like to believe. As a movement, the
new cinemas spread outwards, beginning in Britain, France, and Italy and gradually
taking in other parts of the globe. But even as new cinemas emerged outside the
original nucleus they continued to look to the centre for validation. Reputations and
access to markets were gained and lost at European Festivals, especially Cannes or
Venice but also Berlin, Locarno, or San Sebastian, or on first release in major
European cities. North America was relatively insignificant. As producers, Canada and
the USA were pioneers of the new documentary and there were moments when it
looked as if American experimental films were going to break out of the world of the
artistic avant-gardes into that of regular film distribution. Commercially, North
American release was very valuable to new cinema film-makers and the European
subsidiaries of the major US releasing companies, especially Warner Bros., played an
important and underappreciated role in guaranteeing distribution for many new cinema
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films. But on the whole the 1960s was a period when Europe led, other countries
followed, and the USA looked on.
Last of all I should point out that in talking about ‘the cinema’ (new or otherwise),
I have confined myself mostly to the world of films that were made for commercial
release. Although in dealing with documentary I cover a number of films made either
for television or for release on non-commercial 16 mm circuits, I have with some
reluctance excluded the Underground and the artistic avant-gardes from consideration.
In so doing I have fallen into the trap laid by Godard for Michel Piccoli in Deux fois
cinquante ans de cinéma français (1995). Godard interviews Piccoli on video about
his role as head of the celebrations of the centenary of cinema in 1995. Exactly what
centenary are you celebrating, Godard asks? That of the Lumière brothers’ first
screening of films to a paying public, replies Piccoli. Aha, says Godard, so by cinema
you mean capitalist cinema. In this book, too, cinema is capitalist cinema. But that is
what the cinema is, even when it rebelled, as it did in the 1960s.
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