
 

 

 

GREG DYKE PRESENTS PHILIP FRENCH  

WITH BFI FELLOWSHIP 
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London, Thursday 26th September 2013. Last night Greg Dyke, Chair of the BFI presented Philip 

French, legendary, long standing,  former film critic of The Observer,  with the BFI Fellowship at a 

ceremony at BFI Southbank. The BFI Fellowship is bestowed by the BFI Board of Governors to 

individuals who have made an outstanding contribution to film and television culture.  

The award was presented following an on-stage conversation between Sir Christopher Frayling and 

Philip French, celebrating a 50 year career in film journalism. 

Audience guests included many colleagues from the world of film and film journalism including 

Terence Davies,  Douglas Slocombe, Claire Tomalin, Michael Frayn, Jeremy Thomas, Maryam D’Abo , 

Hugh Hudson, and Amanda Nevill, BFI CEO.  

BFI Chair, Greg Dyke said, “As one of the most important and influential British writers on film and 

film-related subjects of the last 50 years or more Philip has done more than perhaps any other 

writer to build a critical context for the informed watching and making of film.” 



Philip French said, “It is a great honour indeed for me to be offered a BFI Fellowship, and  I accept 

with gratitude and alacrity. The BFI has been an important part of my life ever since I first bought a 

copy of Sight & Sound magazine on Newport station in 1951 and especially since I became a regular 

contributor to Sight & Sound in 1965.”  

The BFI Fellowship is the highest award which the BFI can give and previous recipients include 

Martin Scorsese, Vanessa Redgrave, Judi Dench, Isabelle Huppert, Ousmane Sembene, Orson Welles, 

Satyajit Ray and Akira Kurosawa. This is the 76th BFI Fellowship presented since the award was 

created in 1983.  

Philip French biographical note 

Philip French is widely and rightly regarded as one of the most important and influential British 

writers on film and film-related subjects of the last 50 years or more. Probably best known for 

his weekly contributions to The Observer, having been their main film critic from 1976 to 2013, 

he is also the author of several books on the cinema (including The Movie Moguls, Westerns, 

and Malle on Malle), the co-author (with his wife Kersti) of a BFI Classic on Wild Strawberries 

and (with his son Karl) of Cult Movies, and the co-editor (with Ken Wlaschin) of a volume of 

poetry about film.  Before taking up his post at the Observer, he was the deputy film critic of 

The Times, and for many years he was a producer for BBC Radio, overseeing first the Home 

Service’s ‘The Critics’ and then Radio 3’s ‘Critics’ Forum’. 

 

After reading Law in Oxford, French gained a scholarship for postgraduate studies in journalism 

at the Indiana University at Bloomington – the beginning, perhaps, of a life-long interest in all 

things American, but especially history, politics, literature and the cinema. As a critic and film 

historian, he became famous for his erudition, his wit (often expressed through puns), his 

astonishing ability to recall virtually everything he has ever seen, heard or read, and his utter 

integrity and independence. He has often been referred to as ‘the critics’ critic’ (indeed, when 

an Observer poll invited British critics to nominate their favourite writer on film, French received 

the most votes, so that the term became semi-official), and in 2009 the British Press Awards 

named him Critic of the Year. More unusually, he has even been the recipient of fulsome praise 

from the filmmaking community, to the extent of being awarded a BAFTA Fellowship.  

 

Unsurprisingly, Philip French has also been involved in the history of the BFI. In the 1980s for the 

National Film Theatre (now BFI Southbank) he curated a season of his own favourite films and a 

survey of how the press has been depicted in the cinema; more recently he curated seasons 

devoted to Joseph Losey and Billy Wilder at BFI Southbank. 

 

In 2011, a collection of French’s writings was published by Carcanet under the title of I Found It 

at the Movies: Reflections of a Cinephile. 

 

Note to Editors: 

The Fellowship of the British Film Institute was created in 1983 to coincide with the BFI’s 50th 

anniversary. On that occasion the British film industry gathered in the Guildhall for a televised event at 



which the first group of Fellows were created - Marcel Carné, David Lean, Michael Powell, Emeric 

Pressburger, Satyajit Ray and Orson Welles.  

 

Since its creation, the BFI Fellowship has been awarded to key figures in British cinema including Peggy 

Ashcroft, Dirk Bogarde, Alec Guinness, Maggie Smith, Laurence Olivier, Vanessa Redgrave, Mike Leigh and 

Helena Bonham Carter. Also recognised have been such film industry luminaries as Jack Cardiff, Sydney 

Samuelson and Jeremy Thomas, and some of the giants of world cinema, including Michelangelo 

Antonioni, Abbas Kiarostami, Akira Kurosawa, Jeanne Moreau, Elem Klimov and Bernardo Bertolucci. 

The BFI Fellowship also celebrates achievement in the world of television with such names as Alan Yentob, 

Jeremy Isaacs, David Rose, Michael Parkinson, Lynda La Plante, Lord Bernstein and Verity Lambert all 

receiving the award.  

Since 1983 a total of 76 Fellowships have been awarded.  

 

Press Contacts: 

Judy Wells, Head of Press and PR, BFI  

Tel: 020 7957 8919 or email: judy.wells@bfi.org.uk 

 

Brian Robinson, Senior Communications Manager, BFI 

Tel: 020 7957 8940 or email: brian.robinson@bfi.org.uk 

About the BFI 

The BFI is the lead body for film in the UK with the ambition to create a flourishing film environment in 

which innovation, opportunity and creativity can thrive by: 

 Connecting audiences to the widest choice of British and World cinema  
 Preserving and restoring the most significant film collection in the world for today and   

future generations  
 Championing emerging and world class film makers in the UK  
 Investing in creative, distinctive and entertaining work  
 Promoting British film and talent to the world   
 Growing the next generation of film makers and audiences 

 

There’s more to discover about film and television through the BFI. Our world-renowned archival 

collections, cinemas, festivals, films, publications and learning resources are here to inspire you. 

*** PICTURE DESK *** 

 A selection of images for journalistic use can be found at www.image.net under BFI / BFI 

Fellowships/Philip French 
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