


Synopsis

ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN is a provocative and revealing portrait of Ireland in the Sixties,
a society characterized by a stultifying educational system, a morally repressive and
politically reactionary clergy, a myopic cultural nationalism, and a government which
seemingly knew no boundary between church and state. Now available in a newly-
restored version prepared by The Irish Film Institute, this controversial film can at last be
reassessed after a nearly forty-year period of neglect.

Encouraged by the controversy he had stirred with a series of newspaper articles and
inspired by French ‘New Wave’ filmmakers of the era, Dublin-born Peter Lennon, who
had lived and worked in Paris as a journalist for a decade, decided to revisit his native
country in 1967 to make a film assessing the state of the nation.

Amidst scenes of everyday Irish life—on the streets, in the classroom, at pubs, sporting
events, dance halls, and a lively discussion amongst Trinity College students—ROCKY
ROAD TO DUBLIN blends interviews with writers Sean O‘Faolain and Conor Cruise
O’Brien, a spokesman for the Gaelic Athletic Association, theater producer Jim
Fitzgerald, a member of the censorship board, an editor of 7he Irish Times, film director
John Huston, and a young Catholic priest, Father Michael Cleary.

Featuring the inspired photography of legendary French cinematographer Raoul Coutard,
and an incisive, literate voice-over commentary by Lennon, ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN
captures an Ireland on the cusp of enormous social changes but still mired in a
regressive, semi-theocratic mentality that would later erupt in repeated church scandals.
In a striking example of the film’s unwitting prescience, one of its most colorful figures—
Father Cleary, “Ireland’s singing priest’—was later revealed to have fathered two
children with his 17-year-old housekeeper.

Although the stereotypical image of Ireland as a cultural backwater seems to bear little
relation to the country’s reputation today, a culturally vibrant and economically vigorous
“Celtic Tiger,” it is in such moments that ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN, as a historical film,
illustrates not only how far Ireland has come but also how little it has changed.
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Review Excerpts

“Blisteringly critical, an affectionate and fair-minded portrait beautifully photographed... by
Coutard and with a lean, eloquent commentary by Lennon and songs by the Dubliners.”
- Philip French, The Observer

“s # # & (Four stars!) [TIhis 1968 documentary by the Irish writer and former Guardian journalist
Peter Lennon glows with idealism: a brilliant affectionate, exasperated portrait of his native lana,
in thrall to reactionary politics and a repressive church decades after throwing off the English
yoke. Almost 30 years on... [it] still has a blazing raw energy, coupled with shrewd insight It
could have been the seed for an lrish new wave in the cinema, but Lennon’s countrymen cola-
shouldered his movie. A tragically missed opportunity.”

- Peter Bradshaw, The Guardian

“s % #* * (Four stars!) Critics’ Choice! This intimate documentary portrait of lreland in 1967...
with its] breezy camerawork, as informed by Lennon’s critical affection for his homeland...
provides the film’s real pleasure, as we duck in and out of pubs, universities, sports fields,

playgrounds and churches of Ireland.”
- Time Out, UK

“A sharp and mercilessly effective documentary that provides a fascinating depiction of a not
too distant but very alien, Irish past.”
- Channel4 International

“Peter Lennon’s film (magnificent photography by Raoul Coutard) is one of the three or four most
beautiful documentaries the cinema has given us.”
- Cahiers du CINEMA, June/July 1968

“Peter Lennon traces for us a cruelly lucid portrait of Ireland: the charm of Ireland tormented by
bigotry, Puritanism... the stuffed stupidity of certain officials... the hilarious ardour of the swinging
priest, the brain washing of school kids are captured with a ferocious irony.”

- Positif, Summer 1968

“The film earned critics’ award among exhibits at the shortlived Cannes Festival this year,
perhaps in that crowded category of film for the blind.”
- The Irish Press, 1968

“Rocky Road to Dublin indeed! The film is anticlerical, antigovernment, anti-G.A.A. (patriotic sports
association), anti-censor, anti-Abbey Theatre — anti EVERYTHING.”
- Evening Herald (Dublin), 1968

“If our film managers have any gumption at all they will be queuing up to book it.”
- The lrish Times, 1968

"Politically intelligent and formally innovative... not just historical, it is a contemporary film.”
- Fortnight (Belfast)

“A documentary like no other... tender and sarcastic. Astonishing!” - Paris Match
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Rocky Road to Dublin

Cast: Sean O'Faolain, Conor Cruise O'Brien, John Huston, Douglas Gageby, Jim Fitzgerald, Father Michael Cleary,
Liam O'Briain and Phyllis Hamilton

Directed by: Peter Lennon

Distributor: First Run/Icacus Films

Runtime: 69 min

Rating: NR
Year: 1968

Given Rocky Road to Dublin's allegiance to the aesthetic of the French New Wave, it was fitting
that Peter Lennon's famous documentary was the last film to screen at Cannes in 1968 before the
festival was halted in solidarity with the events of May '68. Since then, the film, whose title
derives from a 19th-century Irish song about a man who travels to England from Tuam, has
remained virtually unseen, banned for many years in Ireland. First Run/lIcarus Films resurrects the
film for a limited run at the Anthology Film Archives, allowing audiences a significant,
unparalleled glimpse of life in Ireland in the '60s. The sardonic eloquence of the film may be a
kindred spirit of the French New Wave but it also shares roots with the electric humanism of
Sagar Mitchell and James Kenyon's films, which similarly evinced the capacity of art to document
life. But whereas Mitchell and Kenyon illuminated the spirit of England's middle class during the
turn of the 20th century, a more pessimistic Lennon focuses entirely on the social stasis of
Ireland's people, who were forcibly being gripped by "masculine pejoratives" and hypocrisies of
their church and government, like the censorship boards that outlawed the playing of foreign
games. The film blends interviews with writers, artists (including director John Huston), priests,
and everyday people with footage of landscape, sporting events, people dancing and singing the
night away in pubs, and children chatting away in classrooms, arguing lucidly and surreptitiously
for the extinction of a country's outmoded sate of affairs.

Ed Gonzalez
© slant magazine, 2006.
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The Guardian

Almost 30 years on, this 1968 documentary by the Irish writer and former Guardian journalist Peter Lennon glows with
idealism: a brilliant, affectionate, exasperated portrait of his native land, in thrall to reactionary politics and a repressive
church decades after throwing off the English yoke. Lennon enlisted Godard's cameraman Raoul Coutard for his
project, and the result of their freewheeling shoot, interviewing priests, politicians, schoolchildren and artists, still has a
blazing raw energy, coupled with shrewd insight.

It could have been the seed for an Irish new wave in the cinema, but Lennon's countrymen cold-shouldered his movie.
A tragically missed opportunity.
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Filmmaker Biography

Peter Lennon

Peter Lennon was born in Dublin and reported from Paris for the Guardian
throughout the sixties. During the seventies he worked in London for the Sunday
Times and the Listener before rejoining the Guardian in 1989. He has had short
stories published in the New Yorker and Atlantic Monthly. He began his
journalistic career on The /rish Times, Dublin.

Lennon is also the author of Foreign Correspondent: Paris in the 60s (Picador,
1994) which deals with the end of the Algerian War and the May ‘68 student
revolt, as well as encounters with French old and “new wave” film directors -
Renoir, Godard, Truffaut, Charbol, etc.

His film Rocky Road to Dublin, which he wrote and directed, was his only film,
though he plans to return to documentary filmmaking.















Working with Coutard
By Peter Lennon
July 2005

One day in 1967, in the second week of shooting ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN, as we stood
shoulder to shoulder at an urnial, Coutard said to me, “Peter, did you ever think how much a
camera weighs?” (he used a 16mm Eclair, mostly hand-held) Amazingly | had an instant retort,
“Did you ever work out how much a head weighs?” It was the only reporach Coutard ever made
about my shameless slave-driving. With the two shoots, one of six and another of ten days, we
covered not only the sixteen or so segments we use but four others which | decided did not work.

We filmed a horse race at Leopardstown and another singing pub on the Kildare Road — an
unsuitable and untypical barn for the petit bourgeoisie, in my eye. | wanted some student night
life and the Trinity students sut up a party for us. Be we arrived to find it in a castle with friends
from Oxbridge flown in. The atmosphere and clientele were all wrong and | told Coutard not to
bother to shoot — but he did it for his own amusement. | never used any of it. We also got the
future President of Ireland, Paddy Hillary, then a minister. A very low-key man, he gave a
rambling speech to a bunch of civil servants. But there was a leak in the camera which beheaded
this policitian with a shaft of light. As an illustration of the absence of mental capacity, | was
tempted to use it. But | did not like to labour points too curdely. Equally | did not use the remard
of one of the gravediggers as Fr. Cleary walks out of the graveyard. We have clearly on sound,
“That man becomes more of an eegjit every day.” 1 felt | did not need to stab in the back.

| had got Coutard, as we tell in THE MAKING OF ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN, simply by going to
Tours where he was shooting a film by Jacques Perrin and pitching a fairly incoherent and
certainly ungrammatical tale of Ireland’s tribulations back to 1916 and the need to record them on
film. Which was nonsense since the past was not my target. | waffled on for a considerable time
and then, panicked by his silence, | went back to the 1845-47 Famine. Finally | asked him
outright, “Would you work with me?” “Oui,” he said — or rather a laconic, “Ouah.” And that was it.
But to my consternation he said he would be free in five weeks and then not for six months.
Never having shot a foot of film, | had to turn into a film director in five weeks.

The relationship was hugely aided by Coutard’s attitude toward his craft — he believed that it was
not the cameraman’s place to help make the film. The director had to know what he wanted and
then, like the craftsmen of old, he would deliver work of a high quality. Also, he had no
professional vanity — often a greater problem in film making than actors’ vanity since the DoP can
legitimately hold up shooting for hours, often simply to justify their handsome fees. Even more
important, having started life as a stills photographer with the French paratroopers in Indo China,
Coutard never accepted there were any conditions under which he could not shoot. | doubt there
was a Director of Photography in the world then who would have been willing to work in the
conditions in which we shot the Singing Pub sequences.

| had booked the back room of the Widda Donohue’s in the quiet morning but, when we came
back that evening, the tiny room was packed to the rafters. Any other Director of Photography
would have demanded to have the room cleared — this is what our Irish electricians expected.
Coutard simply told them to get up on chairs and ring the room with what he called, “pinces
Americans” — little Christmas-tree-like bulbs. Then he stepped into the crowd and started
shooting, elbow to face, chin to foreheads in the crowd. By this time the two electricians’ attitude
toward him was close to idolatry.

Nobody took us very seriously since we did not come in like an army as was usual then. The full
unit, including me, was eight — only six when we did not need lights. Coutard had a loyal gang —
assistant Georges Liron, a kindly and rather tender man who had lost a leg on a naval job some
years before; Jeannot, the joker focus puller; and Monique Herran, the continuity girl. We could



not afford all four but we got Monique — a feisty Basque with a droll dry humour who later became
Coutard’s wife — and Georges, and | realised that | had a kind of family behind me.

| still break into a sweat when | recall Coutard’s story about why he never worked with Francois
Truffaut after The Bride Wore Black (1967) — Coutard had tried to give up smoking and was in
such a foul mood with everyone, including Truffaut, that Truffaut would never use him again. This
happened between our first shoot and our second shoot in August. If he had chosen August for
the deadly deprivation and had been in that kind of mood with me, | would certainly have
translated it as contempt for my work — it could have sabotaged the whole operation. Fortunately
he was back on the fags by August.

At that time, Irish electricians serving American and British projects were notooriously bloddy-
minded. That they were so helpful and generaous with me was no doubt due largely to their
delight in working with Coutard. But it was not entirely due to Coutard — professionals like to be
involved from time to time in enterprises not driven by commercial imperatives and they like to co-
operate generously (for a time, at least). Tom Curran — a senior sound man at Ardmore — was
also willing to make sacrifices.

At times, the pressue of keeping an enterprise going, for which | had no previous experience, got
to me. It was the graveyard scene and Fr. Cleary began his chat. Then | heard Coutard ask in a
very pleasant voice, “Say, Peter, is this going to be a silent film?” | had forgotten to tell Tom
Curran we needed him, as we did not when cruising around Dublin. He lived twelve miles out in
Bray and needed notice to take time off from his job in Ardmore Studios. | frantically ran to a
public phone box outside the graveyard (no mobiles in those days) and told Tom that he would
have to come in. “I'm having a bath,” he said indignantly, “and | have to get to work.” “You'll just
have to come,” | wheedled. And he did. Abandonning his bath and Ardmore, he raced the
tweleve miles from Bray and we got our Alas Poor Yorick scene. It was typical of Coutard’s
attitude of non-interference in matters which did not directly concern the cameraman that he
waited until the last minute to point out the blunder (it was testing my mettle too, of course).

A couple of years later, on French television, a Paris critic asked John Huston, “Is there any
French person you would have liked to work with?” “l would like to have worked with Raoul
Coutard,” Huston replied. “But you have worked with Raoul Coutard,” the scholarly tv interviewer
told the startled Huston, “In ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN.” Huston had no idea that the toughie
toting a 16mm camera was Coutard. | imagine most cameramen wouldn’t have passed up the
opportunity to introduce themselves to one of Hollywood’s most famous directors. Coutard just
squatted in the Wicklow forest, waiting for the sun to come out. He would not have thought a
personal approach to Huston appropriate — his attitude would have been that he was working for
me and it would not have been right to turn a short shoot to a professional advantage for himself.
| think now that | really should have introduced them but I could not afford any distractions.

ON EDITING:

Fate was again on my side in giving me our editor, Lila Biro, of Franco-Indian origin. She had
been an assistant editor with Godard. While this might begin to sound like an Oscar speech, our
finances were so fragile, our time so restricted, that there had to be harmony and loyalty. One
disruptive person would have fatally damaged the enterprise. (Although there was one | fired
early — no need to say whom.) | needed a skilled editor but one who shared Coutard’s view that
the director was in charge. That was Lila’s professional relationship — she cut and | wove. The
other advantage was that both Coutard and Lila had a cool — if intrigued — atttude toward the
material. | have no doubt that, with an Irish editor, there would have been some wearisome
clashes.

The other crucial advantage was that | was not answerable to an Front Office. My producer,
Victor Herbert, was a good friend whose support did not falter — even when it looked at times as if



the enterprise might sink. Wonderfully, these friendships survive to this day — including Lila’'s
assistant Philipped Delesalle, a great film buff.

Editing is, of course, the glorious part of film making. | often railed against the chunks of totally
avoidable technical mess. That Lila had to clean up, extending the editing time by weeks. Since
we could not afford to pay for rushes — which had to be sent to London and back — we did not
realise there was a leak in one of the cameras. Some segments were as much reconstructed as
edited. That is why we linger too long on Fr. Cleary’s legs singing the Chattanooga Shoeshine. |
had to have enough useable images to allow him to complete the song. But all we had were legs.
There was hardly two feet of spare film left when the sequence was complete.

Secretly, | would have loved to have continued weaving and creating for another three months.
While our frindship has lasted to this day, | have never had the nerve to make an adequate
apology to Coutard for the visual defects which were none of his making.

ON WHY THIS WAS THE ONLY FILM:

I never made another film. The Guardian, under economic pressure, was laying off staff (as
usual at the most vulnerable end). But, to be fair, it is possible that my year-long distraction with
the film and the Cannes adventure made them feel that they were no longer getting good value
for their miniscule retainer. They fired me. (19 years later they forgot that they fired me and hired
me again.)

My life as a journalist was comfortably saved by Harry Evans hiring me to come to London with
my family for the Sunday Times, then at the height of its fame. But it dealt a fatal blow to my film
making. If France had been a vineyard for film making, England was a cemetery. | was back in a
country where all the obstacles to independent film making were still rigidly in place —
professional snobbery, distribution and exhibition sewn up, union rules virtually impenetrable. An
outsider with no track record had no chance. But there was a deeper problem — to create a truly
independent film requres enormous stamina and maybe even a taste for chornic poverty. You
can do it only if the subject inhabits you passionately. My subject was Ireland. This was the early
seventies — internment without trail in Northern Ireland in 1971, Bloody Sunday in 1972. No
British company or tv channel would touch Ireland as a subject. By the eighties, they were using
Northern Ireland as a flavour for gangster films. In that decade — during which 1 tried
intermittently to raise money — there was zero support. The consolation was that — as well as
feature-writing — | was also, from 1972, for four years the tv critic of the Sunday Times. This was
undoubtedly the golden age of the British tv — in current affairs, comedy, costume drama, and
documentary. That satisfied my lust for the visual. (Not to mention that | had a couple of children
to bring up.)

| think that my experience with ROCKY ROAD TO DUBLIN had already disqualified me from
entering the real film making world. It was almost unthinkable to allow someone to write, direct,
and control the editing of a film, but equally, the idea of shooting someone else’s script or
allowing someone else a say in the content or to take over the editing was, for me, unthinkable.

| went back, not without pleasure and modest profit, to being a print journalist and later a
photographer.



Credits

Rocky Road to Dublin was preserved by the Irish Film Archive and was restored by the
Irish Film Board. The restoration of the film was produced by Se Merry Doyle at Loopline
Film.
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