Sheila Whitaker received a honorary doctorate at Warwick in 2005. This oration was read by Ginette Vincendeau, Professor of Film Studies, 
Thirty years ago exactly, Sheila Whitaker enrolled on a degree (as a mature student) at Warwick University. Although she studied Italian, not film, as there was no Film Studies department then, she has from her Warwick days, and even before, consistently played a key role on the international film scene as a critic, programmer, distributor and publisher – in what can only be described as a life devoted to the cinema. Sheila’s trajectory is an extraordinary one that took her from relatively modest beginnings sorting out the stills and posters collection at the National Film Archive in the late 1960s to running one of the largest film festivals in the world in the 1990s, and from the North-East of England to Argentina and the Middle-East.

If there is one core theme characterising Sheila’s approach to film it is education in the widest and most generous sense of the term. From the time she co-founded the journal Framework while a student at Warwick, she has managed to transform her own tremendous enthusiasm for the movies into the ability both to bring the widest possible range of films to a large audience and to enable that audience to appreciate these films. She first made her mark in that capacity at the Tyneside Cinema in Newcastle where, from 1979 to 1984 she championed its educational role, encouraging audience participation and discussion. She also established the Tyneside International Film Festival as one of the most important forums for independent film in the UK. Her contribution to the region’s cultural life was recognised when she was later awarded an honorary doctorate from the University of Newcastle in 1997.

But Sheila hit the big time as it were, and the headlines, when she became head of programming at the National Film Theatre in London in 1984 – dealing with no fewer than 2,000 films a year – and especially when between 1986 and 1997 she was the high-profile director of the London Film Festival – two positions universally recognised as ‘the most prized jobs’ in British cinema. I almost forgot to mention that she was the first woman to hold these posts.

Under Sheila’s administration, the London Film Festival grew enormously, showing more than 200 feature films, and she made it an event both attractive to a much larger audience and one that catered to the widest possible tastes, from blockbuster American movies to more demanding and idiosyncratic fare. A measure of her international reach in that capacity is that she was awarded the title of Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the French government in 1996 for ‘services to French cinema’. At the National Film Theatre and at the London Film Festival, Sheila did not shy from controversy, courageously sticking to her opinions, aiming for example to expose sexism and racism in film, against the prevailing conservative tastes. She defended, and in many ways pioneered, her twin passion for world cinema and women’s cinema. This took her, among many other projects, to support and disseminate the work of a remarkable Argentinian director, the late Maria-Luisa Bemberg, whose work she was the first to bring to the UK. Sheila’s championing of Sally Potter’s The Golddiggers and her friendship with its star Julie Christie, also led Christie to appear as the lead in Bemberg’s international success, Miss Mary, just after the Falklands war, at a time when this country was officially ‘at war’ with Argentina.

The Whitaker-Bemberg-Christie connection endured beyond Sheila’s time at the London Film Festival, and into the most recent phase of her career, in which she has continued to work indefatigably as a film writer, publisher, programmer and member of the jury of film festivals around the world – Venice, Locarno and Dubai. Luckily for us, these activities have also brought her back to Warwick. In 2000 Sheila co-edited, with Rosa Bosch and John King of the History department, the only monograph on Bemberg, entitled An Argentine Passion, Maria-Luisa Bemberg and her Films.  Concurrently, she became increasingly interested in Iranian cinema and in 1999 co-edited a book on The New Iranian Cinema. It is this particular strand of her work that most recently took her to Warwick, at the invitation of the Humanities Research Centre, when she was touring the UK with the Iranian woman director Rakhshan Bani-Etemad.

In 1981 Sheila was quoted as asking, ‘How can we persuade more people to view, desire and engage with independent cinema?’ Her life’s work has amply fulfilled this project, and more. Her recognition of the creative potential of the distribution and educational aspects of cinema, her role as enlightened ‘cultural ambassador’, and her many other activities, have left an indelible mark on the international film scene.

