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Godard gets away with it 
À Bout de Souffle (1960); Le Mépris (1963); Je vous salue, Marie (1985) 
 
Just to check out my intuition that Truffaut was a genius, I watched a few Godard movies. 
 Godard is a pseud director for pseuds. He’s the cinema’s answer to Karl-Heinz 
Stockhausen: the man who worked out ages ago that the more highbrow the audience, the 
more non-existent their standards are, and that with the right intellectual idiots looking at you, 
you can get away with anything for ever as long as you don’t get into a rut. 
 In the middle of À Bout de Souffle (1960) is what must be one of the longest two-
character scenes outside of Hell in the Pacific. Seberg and Belmondo are in Seberg’s flat. 
He’s trying to persuade her to come to Rome with him: halfway through she says she’s 
pregnant: three-quarters of the way through they may make love … or they may not, for they 
get under the sheet, and Godard does a jump-cut. In between, they talk about William 
Faulkner, and about which city the best girls are to be found in; he looks at soft-core, she 
sticks pictures on the wall. The scene has no rhythm, no shape, and goes nowhere. It’s 
unbalanced because Belmondo is so sexy, and Seberg so dull. Few if any sparks fly between 
them, and it’s by no means clear what he sees in her. And yet it’s the core of the picture. Only 
Raoul Coutard’s natural-light-only photography keeps your interest up. 
 There are two killings in the film: firstly Belmondo shoots a policeman, and lastly another 
policeman shoots Belmondo. In the first killing you see neither the gun being fired, nor the 
bullet hitting the policeman: in the second killing, you just about see the gun being fired, but 
you still don’t see the bullet hitting Belmondo. You barely see the policeman drop dead: but 
the camera follows Belmondo as he staggers the entire length of a Parisian street before 
collapsing at the carrefour. Godard is “disappointing our conventional expectations” with his 
deliberately poor editing, and implying that, as the sexy Belmondo’s death is fifty times more 
dramatic (as edited by him), than that of the faceless and nameless policeman, Belmondo’s 
life must be fifty times more valuable. But you feel cheated by his bad edits, and insulted by 
his implication that robbers are more interesting than cops. 
 
—————————— 
 
Le Mépris (1963), is a terrible film: slow, leaden and unconvincing from one end to the other. 
Godard might argue that his insistence on non-stop medium shots, and people talking at one 
another, is Brechtian – and it’s true that there is a jejune anti-capitalist fable about selling out 
to the Americans in there somewhere. But Brecht would have insisted on a bit of circus 
bezazz, a bit of caricature, a bit of music, a bit of style, to sugar the Marxist pill. In Le Mépris: 
nothing. Jack Palance hasn’t even found his character; Fritz Lang looks genially detached; 
Michel Piccoli and Bardot circle one another indifferently. Now and again Bardot bares her 
bum, but the clinical way Coutard photographs her bum doesn’t do anything for you. 
 We’re asked to believe that Fritz Lang (who plays Fritz Lang), is making a version of the 
Odyssey for Jack Palance’s Yank producer, who’s only interested in the porno aspect of 
Homer. Lang has a new angle on the plot: Odysseus (“Ulysses”) doesn’t want to get back to 
Penelope at all. Now and again we see the film being made, but it’s a threadbare pretence – 
this isn’t a Fritz Lang movie we’re watching get made; it isn’t even a Steve Reeves movie. At 
one point three female extras are told to strip, but Godard doesn’t have the nerve: even though 
it’s in long shot, they keep their shirts on. 
 We’re asked to believe that Bardot has developed a contempt – un mépris – for her 
husband, Piccoli, who was fine writing low-budget thrillers, but has now sold out. At one 
point Godard decides to shoot a dialogue between them, with the camera moving from head 
to head, to show their mutual alienation. It’s a meta-cinematic reference! It’s Charles Foster 
and Emily Kane, and the zip-pan at the breakfast table, with a slow track from head to head 
instead of a zip. Or is it Charles Aznavour and his wife in Tirez sur le Pianiste (made three 
years earlier), and the zip-pan across unbridgeable white space, just before she throws herself 
out of the window? But we’re interested in the Kanes’ marriage, and we’re interested in 
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Aznavour and his wife. Not here. In fact, we don’t believe in this marriage; and we don’t 
believe in the film – it thrusts its lack of conviction at you, and defies you to care. 
 
—————————— 
 
By 1985 and Je vous salue, Marie Godard had discovered post-modernism, and probably 
thought of his early work as heralding this new dawn. Post-modernist theory, in declaring all 
form to be haphazard, all signification random, and meaning itself an exploded concept, gave 
him the final excuse he needed. And yet, as often with post-modernist artists, you can see 
there is form and signification buried deep in there somewhere waiting to peep out from under 
the rubbish, if only Godard wasn’t so annoyed and embarrassed by them. 
 The film opens with heavy weights, unidentified off-camera, being dropped into water. A 
minute or so later the young Juliette Binoche is arguing with a man across a café table, while 
Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor plays on the sound-track. A few minutes more and it’s 
been replaced by the opening of the St Matthew Passion – later, by the Dvorak cello concerto, 
then by a Bach violin concerto, fading in and cutting out, all at random. A title – “EN CE 
TEMPS LÀ” – appears at irregular intervals. Different young female faces replace one another 
haphazardly. Narrative is abandoned, as is documentary coherence, or indeed any coherence. 
At another point, a basketball game is filmed. A lecturer has a theory that there’s intelligent 
life out there, that it caused life to start here, but that politics can only be defined in terms of 
horror. He seems to be fucking one of his students. “Le monde est trop triste!” she exclaims. 
“Il n’est pas triste – il est grand”, he responds, and goes back to his wife and kids, his answer 
a good example of his logic, and that of the film. 
 Shots of nature, of flowers, of the moon, and of donkeys and rabbits, are intercut with the 
action. 
 Suddenly, a version of the Annunciation occurs on the forecourt of a filling station. Marie 
(Myriem Roussel), whose dad operates the station, has a boyfriend called Joe, who drives a 
taxi. Juliette (Juliette Binoche), loves him, but he loves Marie, who, without having been to 
bed either with him or with anyone else, is pregnant. Her doctor confirms that it’s true. At 
intervals, she removes her clothing. At one point she stands knickerless before Joe, and tells 
him that she loves him, but that she won’t let him touch her. Joe gets a very rough deal. 
Another man, who may or may not be the Archangel Gabriel, tells him it’s the law …  
 
 … the film ends with Marie, discontented at having being singled out by God, having a 
fag in the front seat of Joe’s taxi. Godard freezes the frame on a huge shot of her open mouth, 
smothered in lipstick. Will she now break into Beckett’s Not I …? We doubt it. 
 
 Je vous salue, Marie was condemned by the Vatican: but on grounds of indecency, not of 
wilful sloppiness, pretentiousness, and lack of focus: those qualities which we have indeed 
come to recognise as “post-modern”. 
 
[Two Louis Malle box sets came through the door at this point. I gave up writing the essay on 
Godard, and felt no urge to finish it. Then, just as I finished the Malle essay, seven Truffaut 
DVDs fell on to the mat. Godard’s time was well and truly over.] 


