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PREFACE


Creating an A to Z of Great Directors was always going to be fraught with danger, not least the restrictive format – how on earth do you edit 125 years of cinematic history into 52 names? Beyond the obvious ‘big hitters’, whom few people would argue against: Hitchcock, Kubrick, Lean, Scorsese, I wasn’t sure where to start. So on suggestion of the estimable Matt Glasby we instigated the five films rule as a barometer of greatness. And this is where the trouble really began; I soon realized one man’s Last Temptation of Christ is another’s Last Airbender. Then there are anomalies like Orson Welles, who wrote, directed and produced the classic Citizen Kane, then never made another of such irrefutable importance.


When you stack up the odds against any film coming into existence it’s a miracle they happen at all: good, bad or indifferent. So to create even one or two works that have left a lasting cinematic legacy should be applauded, loudly. And, of course, there are plenty of great directors who didn’t make the cut but I would have liked to have included – one of my all-time favourites, Jacques Tati, being a good example. He was up against stiff competition in the Ts, though, with Tarantino and Truffaut.


We have tried to shine a light on a range of international directors, some better known in their own countries than globally. Indeed, were it not for the research that went into this book I might never have been enlightened by the charms of Japan’s Yasujirō


Ozu or India’s Satyajit Ray, and I can now count Ozu, belatedly, as one of my favourites. And we also wanted to ensure that often-overlooked female directors were properly represented too. The comparatively small number in the book is reflective of the industry, and there are many up-and-coming female directors such as Ava DuVernay who will undoubtedly be on the list of greats before long.


You may also notice that some letters have been omitted because we wanted to avoid shoe-horning in directors just for the sake of it. After all, what’s a Q between friends?
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WOODY ALLEN


AMERICAN BORN 1935


There is prolific, then there is the man born Allan Stewart Konigsberg. The writer, director and (often) star of his own comedy-dramas, this neurotic New Yorker has made around one film a year since 1965. After an unhappy childhood in Brooklyn, Allen became a TV gag writer, stand-up comic and playwright, mining the embarrassments of his early years for his self-lacerating monologues. Unhappy with what became of his first script, What’s New Pussycat? (1965), he turned director for the likes of What’s Up, Tiger Lily? (1966) and Sleeper (1973), which he would later call his ‘early, funny films’.


With Annie Hall (1977), a New York tale of soul-searching and lost love, Allen paved the way for modern rom-coms such as When Harry Met Sally... (1989), pre-empted TV’s Friends (1994–2004) and won all of the main five Oscars, except Best Actor. In it, stand-up comic Alvy Singer (Allen) whizzes us through his relationship with Annie (Diane Keaton), forever breaking the fourth wall to petition the audience directly. One scene has Alvy and Annie awkwardly flirting while subtitles tell us what they are really thinking. If only they could read each other properly, you feel, Allen’s work would be done. The battle between the sexes continues in Manhattan (1979), a black-and-white ode to Allen’s home town and younger women. The latter aspect would prove uncomfortably autobiographical when Allen left girlfriend Mia Farrow for her adopted teenage daughter Soon-Yi Previn.


FILMS TO SEE


Sleeper (1973)


Annie Hall (1977)


Manhattan (1979)


Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) Blue Jasmine (2013)


DID YOU KNOW?


After 40 years in therapy, Allen told the New York Times: ‘People always tease me. They say, look at you, you went for so much psychoanalysis and you’re so neurotic... [But] I’m not sure I could have done all of that without being in psychoanalysis.’
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WOODY ALLEN CONTINUED


Hey, don’t knock masturbation! It’s sex with someone I love.


ANNIE HALL


During the 1980s and 1990s Allen’s films riffed, referenced and borrowed like his beloved jazz music. Stardust Memories (1980) is based on Federico Fellini’s 8½ (1963), while Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) nods to Ingmar Bergman, and many of his works dipped into the darker territory of Husbands and Wives (1992). After acclaimed comedies such as


Annie Hall, 1977


Bullets over Broadway (1994) and Sweet and Lowdown (1999), Allen decamped to London for Match Point (2005), then continental Europe for Vicky Cristina Barcelona (2008) and Midnight in Paris (2011). His muse revived, he returned to the United States for the critically lauded Blue Jasmine (2013). Set under a weak San Francisco sun, it starred Cate Blanchett as – guess what? – a neurotic New Yorker.


Manhattan, 1979
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PEDRO ALMODÓVAR


SPANISH BORN 1949


The phrase ‘un film de Almodóvar’ is much more than a guarantee of quality. Spain’s best-loved writer-director, the most successful name in LGBT-friendly cinema, has won international prizes aplenty (Oscars, Cannes awards and Goyas – the Spanish Oscars), and made stars of Penélope Cruz and Antonio Banderas, but the real draw is the way his films speak for people of all kinds, irrespective of their persuasions.


Pedro Almodóvar Caballero was born in rural Calzada de Calatrava during the repressive Franco era. In keeping with the generosity of spirit exhibited in his films, his father was a winemaker and his mother transcribed letters for the illiterate. Religious boarding school beckoned, but, ‘Cinema became my real education, much more than the one I received from the priest,’ he told writer Marvin D’Lugo. He moved to Madrid to study film, deciding to teach himself when Franco closed the National School of Cinema. Franco’s death in 1975 led to a transgressive cultural renaissance, with Almodóvar at the forefront. Flirtations with experimental theatre, glam rock and short films made way for features, the first of which was the flawed but fondly remembered Pepi, Luci, Bom (1980).


Since then, ‘un film de Almodóvar’ has come to mean compassionate, blackly comic melodramas such as Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown (1988), Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! (1990) and Volver (2006). Though mistrustful of the state (Live


FILMS TO SEE


Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown (1988)


All about My Mother (1999)


Bad Education (2004)


Volver (2006)


The Skin I Live In (2011)


DID YOU KNOW?


Almodóvar showed his raunchy early Super 8 films, including The Fall of Sodom (1975) and Fuck Me, Fuck Me, Fuck Me, Tim (1978), in bars. Because they had no soundtracks, he performed all the dialogue and singing himself.
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Volver, 2006
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PEDRO ALMODÓVAR CONTINUED


Flesh, 1997) and the church (Bad Education, 2004), they are admiring of artistic expression in all its forms, and accepting of all creeds and kinds. All about My Mother (1999) features a transsexual prostitute, a pregnant nun and a lesbian actress; Talk to Her (2002), a female matador. Indeed, strong female characters appear throughout his work. ‘Women are more spectacular as dramatic subjects,’ he told the authors of Almodóvar secreto, ‘they have a greater range of registers.’


Over the years Almodóvar’s own registers have shifted, too – into horror, for surgery-themed The Skin I Live In (2011), and the highest of high camp, for the airplane-set I’m So Excited (2013) – while still giving voice to outsiders everywhere. Cinema can fill in the empty spaces of your life and your loneliness.


PEDRO ALMODÓVAR


Bad Education, 2004
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DARIO ARGENTO


To experience a film by the Italian horror maestro Dario Argento is to immerse yourself, willingly, in a bad dream. Illogic reigns, swollen colours and sounds swamp the screen and murder lurks round every corner; the heroes as powerless to intervene as they are to resist investigating...


Born in Rome, Argento was the son of a film producer, Salvatore Argento, and a Brazilian-born photographer, Elda Luxardo. Beginning his career as a newspaper columnist/critic, he first turned to screenwriting, collaborating with Bernardo Bertolucci on Sergio Leone’s classic spaghetti Western Once Upon a Time in the West (1969). His directorial debut, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970), was a highly stylized giallo – a peculiarly Italian genre that is part sophisticated whodunnit, part overheated slasher. More gialli followed, culminating in Deep Red (1975), which sees pianist David Hemmings trailing a half-seen killer through a rotten, haunted Rome.


Suspiria (1977), Inferno (1980) and Phenomena (1985) mixed giallo plots with spiralling supernatural elements. Set in a German dance academy run by a coven of witches, Suspiria was shot in gaudy primary colours (using the same Technicolor printing process as The Wizard of Oz, 1939) and soundtracked with gale-force fury by prog-rockers Goblin. As ever, Argento delights in sadistic set pieces that favour sensation over sense. Maggots rain from the ceiling, secret passages lead to hidden


ITALIAN BORN 1940


FILMS TO SEE


The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970) Deep Red (1975) Suspiria (1977) Tenebrae (1982) Opera (1987)


DID YOU KNOW?


In films such as Deep Red and Tenebrae it is Argento’s hands we see wearing the murderer’s gloves. ‘I love all my killers,’ he has explained.
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DARIO ARGENTO CONTINUED


lairs, and one poor student stumbles into a room full of barbed wire. In Argento’s world, as in dreams, the fabric of the buildings themselves can’t be trusted.


Even more conventional efforts such as Tenebrae (1982) and Opera (1987) have a feverish quality that pulls viewers in, like the characters themselves. Often artists and always underprepared for the evils they discover, Argento’s heroes find themselves sucked into the vortex, as if it is the artistic mind itself that leads them into darkness. He should know. ‘Sometimes I think the director of any picture is insane, at least while he’s making it,’ he explains in Maitland McDonagh’s aptly named Broken Mirrors/Broken Minds. On the basis of works as hallucinatory as Suspiria and Deep Red, there is no cure.


Suspiria, 1977
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Bad luck isn’t brought by broken mirrors, but by broken minds.


SUSPIRIA


Since the 1990s Argento’s films have been increasingly poorly received by critics, proving hallucinatory for all the wrong reasons. Even his fans must have pinched themselves during the loopy Mother of Tears (2007), a too-little-too-late sequel to Suspiria and Inferno, and the beyond parody Giallo (2009). Ironically, his later misfires have only made his earlier work burn brighter.
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DARREN ARONOFSKY


AMERICAN BORN 1969


Darren Aronofsky makes the films that no one else wants to. Whether sci-fi, drama or horror, or a curdled combination of all three, they tackle difficult, unfashionable subjects such as maths and ballet, and feature obsessives seeking enlightenment – or oblivion – while refusing to process the hardships of real life. The results should be frustrating, but actually they are beautiful.


Born in Brooklyn, New York, to a conservative Jewish family, Aronofsky studied film and social anthropology at Harvard, then directing at the American Film Institute. The latter paid off handsomely – his feature debut, Lynchian head-trip Pi (1998), which he also co-wrote, won a best director award at the Sundance Film Festival, despite being made for just $60,000. Shot in gorgeously granulated black and white, it centres on an increasingly unhinged mathematician’s search for the meaning of life through numbers. It was hardly box-office dynamite, but Aronofsky’s hyper-stylized direction made it unmissable.


The same goes for Requiem for a Dream (2000), a harrowing study of heroin addiction based on Hubert Selby, Jr’s 1978 novel. It may well be Aronofsky’s masterpiece, if you can bear to sit through the parade of shattered dreams and ruined bodies. He followed it with The Fountain (2006), a centuries-spanning rumination on mortality that felt hand-made rather than Hollywood-forged. The troubled production and


FILMS TO SEE


Pi (1998)


Requiem for a Dream (2000) The Fountain (2006)


The Wrestler (2008)


Black Swan (2010)


DID YOU KNOW?


No stranger to controversy, Aronofksy fell foul of the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board over Requiem’s distressing sex scenes; Natalie Portman’s dance double on Black Swan over a perceived lack of credit; and the entire Christian Right over Noah.
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DARREN ARONOFSKY CONTINUED


I’m trying to understand our world. I don’t deal with petty materialists like you.

PI


mixed reception might have deterred lesser talents, but Aronofsky came back fighting with two wildly different yet thematically twinned works. A low-key drama starring Hollywood persona non grata Mickey Rourke as a battle-worn fighter who can’t throw in the towel, The Wrestler (2008) was an object lesson in crippling pathos. Black Swan (2010) followed another lost soul to the brink, this time Natalie Portman’s brittle ballerina, who finds herself haunted by her evil doppelgänger. The result was the most critically garlanded horror film since The Exorcist (1973).


Requiem for a Dream, 2000


Never exactly a careerist, Aronofsky’s next work was another tough sell: a big-budget CG-heavy retelling of the biblical story of Noah (2014). If religious groups were unhappy, God didn’t seem best pleased either – the shoot was disrupted by 2012’s Hurricane Sandy. Although it feels like a leftfield choice, Noah himself fits rather well into Aronofsky’s cast of dedicated loners, who try to place order on the chaos of the world and, gloriously, fail. Long may they continue.


Black Swan, 2010
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INGMAR BERGMAN


SWEDISH 1918–2007


The ultimate director’s director, Ingmar Bergman was, quietly, one of the most original and influential film-makers of all time. Indeed, many of the greats cite him as a personal favourite, and his face appears on Sweden’s 200-kronor banknotes.


Born in Uppsala, Sweden, to a Lutheran minister and a nurse – which probably accounts for his obsession with mortality and punishment – the young Bergman swapped his toy soldiers for a magic lantern (a rudimentary projector) and performed Strindberg plays with shadows and puppets. He retained a love of theatre throughout his life, putting on some 200 plays, and moving into film with Alf Sjöberg’s Torment (1944), on which he was writer and assistant director. International recognition arrived with his own Smiles of a Summer Night (1955), a comedy, though he would come to be known for deathly serious works such as The Seventh Seal (1957), Wild Strawberries (1957), Persona (1966) and Fanny and Alexander (1982). Often, he used a stock company of actors including Max von Sydow, and shot on the otherworldly island of Fårö.
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PEDRO
— ALMODOVAR

The phrase ‘un film de Almodovar’ is much more than a guarantee of quality. Spain's
best-loved writer-director, the most successful name in LGBT-friendly cinema, has
won international prizes aplenty (Oscars, Cannes awards and Goyas — the Spanish
Oscars), and made stars of Penélope Cruz and Antonio Banderas, but the real draw
is the way his films speak for people of all kinds, irespective of their persuasions.

Pedro Aimodévar Caballero was born in rural Calzada de Calatrava during the
repressive Franco era. In keeping with the generosity of spirit exhibited in his films, his
father was awinemaker and his mother transcribed letters for the literate. Religious
boarding ,but, Ci my real education, much morethan
the one | received from the priest, he told writer Marvin D'Lugo. He moved to Madrid
to study film, deciding to teach himself when Franco closed the National School of
Cinema. Franco's deathin 1975 led to a transgressive cultural renaissance, with
Almodoévar at the forefront. Flirtations with experimental theatre, glam rock and short
fims made way for features, the first of which was the flawed but fondlly remembered
Pepi, Luci, Bom (1980).

Since then, ‘un film de Almodévar’ has come to mean compassionate, blackly

mi hasWomenon the 1988), Tie

Me Up! Tie Me Down! (1990) and Volver (2008). Though mistrustful of the state (Live

FILMS TO SEE DID YOU KNOW?

 Women on the Verge of a Nenous Almodévar showwed fis raunchy eary
Breakdown (1988) Super 8 fims,incuding The Fall of

e Allabout My Mother (1999) Sodom (1975) and Fuck Me, Fuck

K Bad Educaton (2004) Me, Fuck Me, Tim (1978), n bars

* Volver (2006) Because they had no soundiracks,

* The Skinl Live In(2011) he performed al the didogue and

singing fimself
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(1 During the 1980s and 1990s Allen’s films
riffed, referenced and borrowed like his
t Ivy don't knock masturbation! beloved jazz music. Stardust Memories (1980)

with someone | love. is based on Federico Felini's 8% (1963), while
Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) nods to Ingmar
Bergman, and many of his works dipped into
the darker territory of Husbands and Wives
(1992). After acclaimed comedies such as

Bullets over Broadway (1994) and Sweet and Lowdown (1999), Allen decamped to
London for Match Point (2005), then continertal Europe for Vicky Cristina Barcelona
(2008)and Midnightin Paris (2011). d, the United Stat

for the critically lauded Biue Jasmine (2013). Set under a weak San Francisco sun, it
starred Cate Blanchett as — guess what? — a neurotic New Yorker. %
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06 Flesh, 1997) and the church (Bad Education,
ey are admiring of artistic expression
inallits forms, and accepting of al creeds and
kinds. All about My Mother (1999) features a
ute, a pregnant nun and a
lesbian actress; Talk to Her (2002), a female

transsexual prost

matador. Indeed, strong female characters
“Women are more
Y

appear throughout his w
ic subjects,” he told the authors of Amodévar secreto, ‘t

spectacular as dram
have a greater range of registers.’
Overtheyears Amodovar's own registers have shifted, too —into horror, for surgery-

themed The Skin/ Live In (2011), andthe highest of high camp, for the airplane-set /'m

So Excited (.

3)-while still giving voice to outsiders everywhere. &
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DARIO
— ARGENTO

Toeexperience afilm by the Itallan horror maestro Dario Argento istoimmerse yourself,
willingly,inabad dream. llogic reigns, swollen colours and sounds swamp the screen
and murder lurks round every corner; the heroes as powerless to intervene as they
areto resist investigating...

Born in Rome, Argento was the son of a fim producer, Salvatore Argento, and a
Brazilian-born photographer, Elda Luxardo. Beginning his career as a newspaper
columnist/critic, he first turned to screenwriting, collaborating with Bernardo
Bertoluccl on Sergio Leone's classic spaghetti Western Once Upon a Time in the West
(1969). His directorial debut, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970), was a highly
stylized giallo - a peculiarly Italian genre that is part sophisticated whodunnit, part
overheated slasher. More giall followed, cuiminating in Desp Red (1975), which sees
pianist David Hemmings trailing a half-seen killer through a rotten, haunted Rome.

Suspiria (1977), Inferno (1980) and Phenomena (1985) mixed giallo plots with
spiralling supernatural elements. Set in a German dance academy run by a coven
of witches, Suspiria was shot in gaudy primary colours (using the same Technicolor
printing process as The Wizard of Oz, 1939) and soundtracked with gale-force fury
by prog-rockers Goblin. As ever, Argento delights in sadistic set pieces that favour
sensation over sense. Maggots rain from the celling, secret passages lead to hidden

FILMS TO SEE DID YOU KNOW?
* The Bir

1 with the

* % % %
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PREFACE

Creating an A to Z of Great Directors was always going to be fraught with danger,
not least the restrictive format — how on earth do you edit 125 years of cinematic
history into 52 names? Beyond the obvious ‘big hitters', whom few people would
argue against: Hitchcock, Kubrick, Lean, Scorsese, | wasn't sure where to start.
So on suggestion of the estimable Matt Glasby we instigated the five fims rule as a
barometer of greatness. And this is where the trouble really began; | soon realized
one man's Last Temptation of Christ is another's Last Aibender. Then there are
anomalies like Orson Welles, who wrote, directed and produced the classic Citizen
Kane, then never made another of such irrefutable importance.

When you stack up the odds against any fim coming into existence it's a miracle
they happen at all: good, bad or indifferent. Soto create even one or two works that
have left a lasting cinematic legacy should be applauded, loudly. And, of course,
there are plenty of great directors who didn't make the cut but | would have liked to
have included - one of my all-time favourites, Jacques Tati, being a good example.
He was up against stiff competition in the Ts, though, with Tarantino and Truffaut.

We have tried to shine a light on a range of international directors, some better
known in their own countries than globally. Indeed, were it not for the research
that went into this book | might never have been enlightened by the charms of
Japan's Yasujro Ozu or India's Satyajit Ray, and | can now count Ozu, belatedly,
as one of my favourites. And we also wanted to ensure that often-overlooked
female directors were properly represented too. The comparatively small number
in the book s reflective of the industry, and there are many up-and-coming female
directors such as Ava DuVernay who wil undoubtedly be on the st of greats
before long.

You may also notice that some letters have been omitted because we wanted
to avoid shoe-horning in directors just for the sake of it. After all, what's a Q

between friends? T
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