A BOUT DE SOUFFLE / BREATHLESS - Jean-Luc Godard (1960)

[image: image1.jpg]



Breathless is a 1960 French film written and directed by Jean-Luc Godard about a wandering criminal (Jean Paul Belmondo) and his American girlfriend (Jean Seberg). It was Godard's first feature-length work and represented Belmondo's breakthrough as an actor.

Breathless was one of the earliest, most influential examples of French New Wave (nouvelle vague) cinema. With movie makers such as François Truffaut, it brought international acclaim to this new style of French filmmaking. It also had a specific magazine, led by the ‘New Wave’ producers called: Les Cahiers du Cinéma, still existing. At the time, the film attracted much attention for its bold visual style, which included unconventional use of jump cuts.

1. A “New Wave”…

Breathless was a kind of cinematic manifesto of the New Wave as a new approach of Cinema. The purpose was to make to cinema closer to real life, to film in natural setting and let the actors performing with a certain sense of improvisation.

 The New Wave found its source of inspiration in Roberto Rossellini’s movies, defined as a ‘neo-realistic’. He defined since the end of WW2 his conception of Cinema: one can be as closer as possible to the character, his feelings, his daily setting, as if you are accompanying him/her. Thus Rossellini chose non-professional actors to keep a certain natural performance and didn’t film in studio. A major illustration of the roots of the New Wave can be seen in Germany, year zero (1947). A parallel can be done with the way Paris is filmed in Breathless. 

2. … On which the US Soft power is surfing !

The movie has many cultural references to the Amercian Way of Life and shows how the French youngsters are influenced by the USA: the Rock n’ Roll Music, Cinema through popular genres such as the Westerns or famous actors who are Michel’s icons, especially Humphrey Bogart. As the scene is settled in Paris in 1959, the context was the one of the reconstruction of the country in the period called the ‘Glorious Thirty’ and Paris is the metropolis commanding the process of reconstruction according to a centralized organization. The soft power of Paris is also showed with the worldwide known Champs Elysées: Patricia is selling the New York Herald Tribune there (a daily US newspaper), the official visit of President Eisenhower in Paris (from the 2nd to the 4th of September 1959). Patricia herself is in France to make her studies in the prestigious university of Paris: La Sorbonne and as she speaks French, it means that she comes from a wealthy New Yorkese family who is certainly francophile.  
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3. Jean Seberg: the icon of the French New Wave, victim of the FBI. 
Jean Seberg was an American actress, who lived half her life in France. She starred in 34 films in Hollywood and in Europe, including Saint Joan, Bonjour Tristesse, Breathless, Lilith, The Mouse That Roared, Moment to Moment, A Fine Madness, Paint Your Wagon, Airport, Macho Callahan, and Gang War in Naples. Her performance is usually seen as very spontaneous, highlighted by a natural beauty but also very expressive thanks to the extended diversity of expressions she can have. 
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She married the famous French novelist Romain Gary, with whom she had a son. She had a strong political sense and was involved in the support of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, particularly its very activist branch: the Black Panthers. Thus she was one of the best-known targets of the FBI COINTELPRO project. The FBI recognized to have worked in destroying her public image and celebrity as she gave much money to the Black Panthers party.  False information from the FBI was spread in some US gossip newspapers about  sex relation between Seberg and  heads of the Black Panthers as she was pregnant.  When she discovered that, she started labor but gave birth to a dead born daughter. She insisted to show the baby at her funeral in 1970, in order to show her white skin and prove that the information was totally false. Since 1970 and this event, due to the FBI, she started to fall into a severe depression. Jean Seberg died at the age of 40 in Paris, with police ruling her death a probable suicide. 
