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To our beloved, movie-crazy, 
and ever supportive TCM viewers. 
Thanks for watching…










Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.
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INTRODUCTION

In Australia, nearly every movie I watched was foreign. Living on an island so far away from the rest of the world, with a local film and television industry that was relatively small, meant that most of the entertainment I consumed was made elsewhere. Our TV shows came from America and England (part of the reason Australian actors can pull off believable American and British accents) and the multiplexes were filled with Hollywood movies. At the art houses, it was films from France and all over Europe. I grew up not really seeing a distinction between American movies and movies made in, say, Germany—because all movies were foreign, and all taught me about the world.

At Turner Classic Movies, we’ve used the phrase “opening up a window onto the world” to describe the impact of foreign cinema, and it’s true. When you can’t travel, or you live in a remote location, movies are a way to visit different countries, learn different customs, meet different people, and travel through time. And with movies being a capsule of the time and place in which they were made, you’re not only consuming the story but also everything around it—the politics of the country at that moment, the societal trends, the background and beliefs of the filmmaker, even the history of cinema itself. As the famed film critic Roger Ebert once said, movies can be “a machine that generates empathy,” and I truly believe that watching cinema from all over the world opened my eyes to the struggles and triumphs of other people.

It also made me more able to dream of a life outside of Australia. In 2010, I decided I wanted to live where the classic movies I loved were made, and so I moved to Hollywood. Back in Australia, because of all the access to foreign entertainment, I felt as if I was part of the world. But America has felt different, like it is the whole world. To me, there seems to be a distinction here between Hollywood and foreign film, and more than that, a sense that international cinema is something of a scholarly pursuit. It can feel as if you need a film degree before you can talk about what you enjoyed or didn’t enjoy about a foreign movie. Or that you must know every film made by Federico Fellini before you’re allowed to share your opinion. I’ve always felt that a good movie is a good movie, no matter where it was made, and throughout my career I have strived to bypass the gatekeepers and make foreign films accessible to everyone.

I got a big chance to do this when I was hired in 2016 to be the host of FilmStruck, the streaming service that combined Turner Classic Movies with the Criterion Collection. What a gift that was—to get to introduce classic Hollywood films and my foreign favorites. I relished every moment, and when FilmStruck prematurely ended in November 2018, I (like so many others) felt bereft. Luckily, TCM allowed me to take over as the host of its weekly series, TCM Imports, so I could get my foreign film fix. Every Sunday, late at night, I introduce a film made outside of Hollywood, and in doing so, I have discovered a wealth of exciting movies.

When Cindy Sipala of Running Press approached me to talk about writing a book for the TCM Library, the one gap that I saw in the existing lineup was a book dedicated to foreign film. Or, to be more accurate, “non-American movies,” because any book I wrote was always going to include films from Australia and other English-speaking countries. Over the years, I have felt that many of the books on international cinema have been quite academic in nature—important, but adding to the general feeling that watching these movies might be a daunting prospect. I wanted to write a book that was easy to read, that didn’t assume any knowledge, but that also gave facts and context around the making of the movie—trivia that would be interesting whether you have seen the film or not.

Once I had the green light, I got out my notebook and started listing all the possible films I could include. When I got to number 289, my stomach sank, and I felt overwhelmed about how I was ever going to narrow my choices down to around fifty films. I knew I didn’t want to write a book about the greatest foreign movies—I don’t feel qualified to make that distinction—and choosing just my personal favorites seemed too superficial. I also decided not to write about films that have been examined many times over—because what could I possibly have to say that would add to a conversation about Federico Fellini’s 8½ or Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai? So, I started to think about what kind of book I would love to read. In doing so, I considered how I like to watch movies, and the answer was: seasonally. Every December, I bring out my holiday favorites to watch. In November, it’s film noir (for Noir-vember, obviously). October is reserved for horror films. I like watching movies that take place on the beach in summer, and in the snow in winter, and there’s nothing I enjoy more than watching a cozy, autumnal movie under a blanket in the fall. It’s similar to how our programming team schedules the movies on TCM—on Mother’s Day, we have movies about mothers, and so forth.

I got out my list and started organizing films into seasons—either literally (the time setting) or thematically (the feeling it evokes)—and I found that I needed to do more research, more film watching, and more thinking outside of the box. After all of that, what I’ve ended up with is a list of fifty-two films that is truly eclectic. By choosing films according to a calendar year, I have a mix that means there is (to use a tired saying) something for everyone. There are films most people have heard of, and films that even hardcore cinephiles have never seen. There are movies you could define as being high art and movies that are low art, cult films, and such. There are obvious choices and some weird ones. A few titles I’ve written about in my previous books, but others were new discoveries for me. It’s diverse in genre, but despite my best efforts, the lion’s share of these movies were made in France, or by French filmmakers, or by filmmakers from other countries but in a coproduction with France. There are also a lot of white, male directors. Both are reflections of the film industry itself.

The fifty-two movies have been organized into a standard American calendar year, so, if you wanted, you could watch one film a week for an entire year. After watching these films myself, to write this book, I can guarantee you that is a good time. Or you could pop this book on your coffee table, and when you get stuck for what to watch, and get tired of an algorithm choosing your entertainment, you can open to any page and try something new.

Overall, my hope is that this book will inspire you to explore a different side of cinema, to see the world through a new lens and learn to appreciate the wide world of foreign cinema.


Happy watching!

Alicia xx
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