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Jean-Luc Godard was pivotal in providing a crucible in which the history of all preceding cinema was forged anew to create a prism through which all subsequent cinema would be perceived. If the contemporaneous phenomenon of Abstract Expressionism was painting about art, then Godard’s films were movies about cinema, a conceptually seismic shift that rendered the idea of movie going as passive entertainment as redundant as the Academy ratio picture frame and studio-bound sets. Godard’s genius was to eclipse the Abstract Expressionist analogy by synthesizing (the experience of) cinema as Pop (Art) artefact.

Godard always had a strong sense of the history of cinema and an even keener awareness of his own destiny within it. He was nominally a member of la nouvelle vague, in association with Jacques Rivette, Eric Rohmer, Claude Chabrol, Alan Resnais and Francois Truffaut. All six had contributed to Andre Bazin’s Cahiers du Cinema magazine, with Truffaut and Godard in particular issuing what amounted to manifestos calling for a new form of cinema. Godard’s practical demonstration was his feature debut Breathless (59), released roughly the same time as Resnais’ Hiroshima Mon Amour and Truffaut’s The 400 Blows. It was, perhaps, the defining moment of the New-Wave, with Godard taking Truffaut’s rough story-line out of the studio and into the streets of Paris, throwing away the rules of narrative, continuity and editing, and inventing a new cinematic language in the process. This homage to American noir was Godard’s first collaboration with Jean-Paul Belmondo. The follow-up, Le Petit Soldat (60) was significant in establishing Anna Karina as Godard’s muse (and lover), and for enraging French authorities for its critical take on Algerian colonialism, so much so that the film was banned for three years. Belmondo and Karin were paired in Une Femme est Une Femme (61), a radical but unconvincing tribute to another American genre, the musical. Vivre sa Vie (62) was more satisfying, with Karin honing Godard’s enduring “we are all prostitutes” theme, an obsession that would steer him from re-inventing American movies into cinematically detrimental wooly Maoist polemic. Les Carabiniers, an anti-war study prompted by director Roberto Rossellini, was overshadowed by Le Mepris (both 63), featuring Brigitte Bardot in a disdainful dismissal of the crass commercialism of Hollywood, although Godard was happy enough to ransack the noir tradition again for the hugely successful Bande a part (64). There was an inconsequential meditation on marriage in Une Femme Mariee (64) before he tackled sci-fi in Alphaville (65), a pre Matrix depiction of technological alienation in a dehumanized Paris where human life is controlled by an inanimate intelligence. 
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If Godard was pivotal in the history of cinema, then Pierrot le Fou was pivotal in his career - it was described by critic Gilles Jacob, the president of the Cannes Film festival, as both “a retrospective and a recapitulation” of his oeuvre. This is the point after which Godard chose to re-invent himself as a Maoist revolutionary and said au revoir to his Hollywood infatuation/influence, which, in his newly politicized frame of mind he retrospectively viewed as a form of cultural imperialism; the director would later refer to this highly productive period of film-making as “bourgeois”. Political affectation notwithstanding, Pierrot le fou is an example of that most venerable of Hollywood genre flicks, a road-movie, but not one that moves geographically from place to place, but rather, existentially through the tropes and obsessions of Godard’s filmography, revisiting key themes and scenarios from his previous nine films. It laid the foundation for his apocalyptic road movie Weekend (67) and interestingly, pre-dates Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde (67), ironic in that Pierrot le fou may also be read as a valediction for the American cinema that Godard once loved and ultimately felt betrayed by. There was personal betrayal as well – it was to be Karin’s penultimate performance for her husband. The rebuke to Hollywood is best realized in his use of Widescreen and Techniscope colour, particularly in the sequence where Ferdinand is frantically running along the beach, with the camera urgently panning back to underline the desperation of his flight before finally leisurely panning back to Marianne held captive at gun-point on the balcony. Casual, throwaway technical virtuosity like this was largely lost when Godard whole-heartedly embraced radical-chic, Maoist polemic; tonight’s screening is a poignant reminder of just what he could achieve when his primary focus was the language and experience of cinema.
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