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's. | Jean-Luc Godard: the most influential film-maker

Goppola Lucas and the Hollywood Superbrats; the

pean and American avant-gardes; Third World film-malkers —

o#dr thare 1s work on the image, Godard’s images are at
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At And yet, for most film-goers, many of Godard’s

important images are invisible. Since 1968, in a break which

allised around contemporary political struggles, Godard has

engaged on experiments in image and sound beyond the

buti:ons of cinema and television.The results are rarely seen
r; sereens.

: Godard: Images, Sounds, Politics is an important
n making those experiments visible. It reads the earlier films
1gh' the more recent work, focusing on politics, technology
exuality. These insistent themes dominate Godard's
tigation of our representation in the image, a representation
£] infleeted by the sound.These terms enable us to
rstand more critically the circulation of money and images

ich we particlpata, a circulation which Godard’s work cuts
sl
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.Godard himself, in a series of interviews, comm
e analysis of each chapter.
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How does capital function?
A bit like this, perhaps.

Someone poor and azero  equals someone less poor.
Someone less poor and again a zero  equals someone even less poor.
Someone even less poor and again a zero  equals someone richer.
Someone richer and again azero  equals someone even more rich.
Someone even more rich and again a zero  equals  someone even richer again.

Capital functions like that.

At a given moment it adds up, and what it adds up are zeros.
but zeros which represent tens, hundreds, thousands of you(s) and me(s).
so not really zeros after all, the capitalist would say.

We must see, learn to see that when the time comes
to add up all the defeats and victories, very often we have been fucked and
we’ve been fucked because we, I, didn’t want to see, you, she, he, nobody
wanted to see that all their dreams are represented . . . he didn’t want to see that
all his dreams are represented at a given moment, given and taken back, by zeros
which multiply them. Yes, but as they’re zeros, they multiply and simultaneously
cancel out; and we haven’t had the time to see that it’s at that moment, at
that place, that our hopes have been reduced to zero.
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Nole on references and images

The majority of references to books and
articles give simply a name and a date. Full bibliographical
details appear in the select bibliography.

Almost all the film images in this book are of
whole frames as they appear on the screen. In a very few
cases production stills have been used, and some of the
images Itom Numéro deux show single images from frames
which are composed of more than one image.

From Jean-Luc
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Two or Three Things
I've Heard about Godard

‘Well, of course 1 liked Godard’s llms before "68 but . . .

Fram Pierrod le Fon

. .. since he swallowed

in the cinema any more.

From Pravia

all that dogmaltic Maoism, he just isn’t interested

1
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“The trouble with film-makers like Godard is that

... WhenIgotothe cinema | want Lo be entertained.’

they’re so obsessed with themselves that they don’t care aboult the audience, . .

Susman Cieorge in Fhe

<l Eastwood in £ty flarey

From Numiro deux
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‘Godard is the most important (ilm-maker since . . . since 1968, this investigation has simply become
Eisenstein, sorry [ mean Vertov. Only he has clearly posed the problems of politics | more acute, more political. The investigation of advertisements and Hollywood
and art in terms of the consumer society in which we live, He has concerned himself has widened to include every aspect of modern communications.’
with the representations of our sexuality, the grammar ol the advertisements in

whichwe liveand . . .

Magasine images i Letler fo Jane

R

Mapasine images in Phodos el Cie

Froom Deux on trois choses

Irrom Une Femme mariée 1 From ¥ent dest
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‘But Godard hasn’t made any films in the last ten years, has he?’

g with the Stax \
EALIA DY (ributors 102 § !
“E“ ‘ k oN- ; ;‘ .“ R |‘I.\ :I‘ ;..

| i Than ssaM|££|

The problem is:  to get back to zero.

From Le Gai Savoir
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In 1968, alter a decade of influential and prolific film-
making, Jean-Luc Godard disappeared ftom view. + There are details
of all Godard™s wark, both
pre- and post-"68, in
. 2 . s s g the check list at the end
variety of lilm-making practices in which he has since of the book (pp. 169-173}.
P U i It I e oo S Avariety of books

engaged immediately introduces a st of terms that will have dealt with Godard's
enable us to understand his films both before and after  ©arly career

L of which the most notable
"68. The manner of his disappearance is instructive s Roud (1970,

i ) See also the selecr

because it demonstrates some of the problems that hibliography, p.174.

A narralive of his disappearance and the

Godard felt were posed by the (raditional cinema. Godard didn’t disappear by
fleeing Paris (where he had lived and worked for twenty vears) nor by going into
hiding. Hedisappeared by refusing to make (ilms as he had done before. Thisrefusal
did not mean that he abandoned film-making; indeed, since 1968 Godard has
completed twelve flmsand eighteen hours of television programmces and is currently
at work on three other projects. But if his films existed as material entitics, mosl
(though not ally simply didn’( exist for the cinema. Without normal production or
distribution Godard disappeared, this disappearance demonstrating how [ilms and
film-makers have reality only within a very specific sel of production relations.
Godard’s concern to abandon and question this reality
implied an engagement with two aspects of cinema, aspects which seem evidently
separate but which Godard analyses as indissolubly linked. On the one hand the
financing of films, the methods of production and distribution and, on the other,
the organisation of sounds and images which composcs the films themsclves.,
Both these aspects present themselves as so
evident, as 50 natural, that it requires a real effort (o
understand how Godard was trying to transform them
or why he felt that it was so essential to break with
them. However, the fact that the production of films is
financed through specific forms of national and
international distribution, the fact that the audience
has no existence for the makers of the film except asan
audience which goes to the cinema and pays meney and
thus has no identity except a commercial one, these

features of what might be called the institution of
cinema are a major determinant of the organisation of
sounds and images in particular films. Crucially this
requires a lixed relation of dependence between sound-
track and image whether priority is given to the image,
as in fiction films (we see the truth and the sound-
track mustcomeintoline withit)or to the soundirack,
as in documentary (we are (old the truth and the
image merely confirms it). In both cases what is
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Frovm L Giai Savair,
St 2: Tulien Berto picking up a mirror,
Suli 3 her reflection.

Soowhat is af stake is one's image
of onesell

image of onesell”

and she said

Image of nylon”

presupposed is the possibility of direct address to the
audience but as the audience is not addressed either as
individuals or as members of particular collectivities
(family, work, school) they find their place to see and
hear only as members of a cinema audience. The only
available evidence is that of immediate sight and sound
and the film’s activity is to make the two coincident.
The effect of this coincidence of sound and image is to
offer us images of ourselves as men and women,
workers and bosses, mothers and fathers bul images
that address usin the cinema rather than inany other of
our activities. This is not todeny that these images have
arecalityand a force in our existence but to indicate that
their production is completely divorced from the
cveryday business of our lives.

Godard’s refusal Lo continue to make films
as he had done before was a much more radical refusal
of the cinema than that made by those directors who
for pelitical or artistic reasons abominate the
distribution system and its control over production.
Normaily such directors merely demand conirol ol the
production process rather than asking what relations
arc al work in the production process itsell as it is
evidently understood. In 1968 many French [ilm-
makers radicalised by the experience of the strikes and
demonstrations wished to find new methods of
distribution for the political films that they now
wanted to make. Godard refused to see distribution as
the major problem because that presupposed that it
was evident how one should make political films. It was
this more basic question that Godard was Lo ask and it
is summed up in one of the slogans adopted by the
Drziga-Vertov group: ‘The problem is not to make
political films but to make films pofitically’.

One ol the major differences belween
Godard and other political film-makers, and one on
which he is keen to insist, is that Godard's political
concerns grew out of his work on film and were not
imported into his film-making. When, in 1959,
Godard achieved immediate fame with his first feature
film A bouli de souffle (Breathless), he was classed as
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part of the nouvelle vague, the generation of voung
film-makers which included Rivette, Rohmer,
Truffaul and Chabrol. His films seemed to share their
fascination with Hollywood cinema and what singled
him out lor the critics was a pessimistic romanticism
and a particularly elliptical cutting style rather than
specifically political concerns. If, in retrospect, the
politics of the image very quickly came to the forefront
of Godard's work in the form of an obsession with
advertising and the relation between sound and image,
critics continued Lo read Godard in the light of his
earliest concerns until in 1966 with Masculin/Féminin
Godard began a series of explicitly political films which
ended with his withdrawal from the traditional cinema.

The necessary link between politics and the
image which illuminates the whole of Godard’s work
but which critics lfound so difficult to see finds one of
its clearest statements in the film that Godard shot for
French Lelevision before May 1968 but only edited in
1969. Entitled Le Gai Savoir (Joyful Knowledge), the
film was proposed as an adaption for television of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s cighteenth-century treatisc
on education, Emile. Rousseau chose (o sel oul his
ideas on education by writing a novel abaut the perfeci
education of the cponymous child, Emile. The [ilm
consists of a series of conversations in a darkened
television studio between two characters (played by
Jean-Pierre Léaud and Julict Berto). Although it may
seem to have little to do with Rousseau’s cighteenth-
century novel, in fact it is very close Lo the spirit of
Rousseau’s text in that it takes a contemporary form
(in Rousseau’s case the novel, in Godard’s the
television programme) to sct out the problems of
education.

For Godard, and for the characters in the
film, the central problem of education is to provide
some understanding of the sounds and images that
bombard us in our daily lives. Such an understanding
must be based on grasping the relation between sound
and image because until we grasp that we will not, in the
words of Le Gai Savoir, be able Lo make real television
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Fromm Le Gai Savoir

or cingma. Instead, all thal we can engage in is a
repetition of sounds and images in which we are con-
trolled by a language that we do not understand — an
ignorance that applies just as much 10 the makers of
television or film as it does Lo viewers. Just as
Rousscau’s novel offers an imaginary ideal
curriculum, so Godard suggests a three-year course
which would enable us to answer the question of who s
speaking in any image or articulation ol images. The
mythical three-year course proposed in Le Gai Savoir is
not an unreasonable description of Godard’s own
activity in the three years after 1968, Taking his film at

its word: that it was necessary (o start from zero; morc

Frean Le G Savoir

exacltly, as Julict Berto points out, Lo gef back to zero,
Godard began an investigation into the language of
film which is perhaps the most conscious and most
rigorous in the history of the cinema.
The immediate altermath of May '68 was, however,
composed of a series of Talse starts. After shooting Le Gai Savoirand before editing
it, Godard had to finish shooting a film with the Rolling Stones which was to appear
as Sympathy for the Devil (Godard's own version of the film was entitled One Plus
One and included no final complete version of the song). [n the immediacy of the
May events he had collaborated in the production of Cinétracts, short silent
anonymous montages of stills made very quickly for instant distribution, and in
August of that year he made Un Film comme les autres (A Film Like Any Other)
which combined images of May with a soundtrack predominantly composed of
conversations between workersand students. Godard then went to Americatomake
a film produced by the American cinéma-vérité (ilm-makers, Leacock and
Pennebacker. Provisionally entitled One A.M. (One American Movie) Godard
abandoned this project after disagreements with the producers, whose own
attachment to the simpletruth of the documentary image was in direct contradiction
with Godard’s own investigations. Penncbacker subsequently edited the material
that Godard had shot and some footage of his own into One P.M. (One Parallel
Movie). It was only after a further abandoned project in Canada, provisionally
entitled Communications, that Godard was able to continue the investigations that
he had mapped out in Le Gai Savoir in a film shot in England and entitled British
Sounds.
Commissioned by London Weekend and produced by

Kestrel Films British Sounds was never shown in itsentirety on television. Asthetitle
suggests the film is concerned with sounds and how sounds can be used against the

image of Britain provided by the Union Jack. The lilm refuses the defining relations
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