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2 Montage, My Beautiful Care, or
Histories of the Cinematograph

Michael Witt

‘The cinema is montage.” (J.-L. Godard)'
Introduction: Godard’s theorem

Could it be that coming years will see the addition of a further ‘Godard” to
those currently in circulation, a ‘Godard, montage artist/theoretician’? In
view of the centrality and high visibility of the term ‘montage’ in Godard’s
theory and practice of recent decades, this unexpected turn of events now
seems a distinct possibility. But omnipresence is accompanied by polysemy:
if at first glance the equation of cinema with montage appears to suggest a
bizarre alignment with early theoreticians such as Lev Kuleshov for the ab-
solute pre-eminence of montage in cinema, then Godard’s dialogue in
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA with his 1956 critical article, ‘"Montage, mon beau
souci’ (‘Montage, my beautiful care’), quickly reminds us that his take on
the subject has always transcended any localised sense of ‘editing’.” Besides
setting in place a productive tension between successive ‘Godards’ across
five decades, the presence of the ‘Montage, mon beau souci’ title in
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA — adapted by the young Godard from a Frangois de
Malherbe love poem - marks the realisation of a belated date with a long-
standing passion: montage.’ There is abundant material to fuel an extended
study of Godard and montage. The term provides both a convenient gate-
way into his later work and a highly suggestive perspective within which to
situate a critical reappraisal of his wider ceuvre.' This hypothetical study
would certainly not lack material, and it would need to focus on conceptual
and practical issues in equal measure. After all, montage’s provision of a
source of constant inspiration for Godard is paralleled by his accumulation
of probably incomparable film and video editing skills. In view of his insis-
tence on systematically assuming the role of editor of his own work since
the 1970s, there is a real sense in which Godardian thought has been con-
sciously channelled through a physical, sculptural engagement with his
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material (“To think with ones hands’, as Godard suggests through reference
to Denis de Rougement in FATALE BEAUTE ). More than this, he came to cin-
ema through editing: across the 1950s, his apprenticeship as critic and as di-
alogue writer for other film-makers was complemented by work as a
professional editor on documentary films for Jean-Pierre Braunberger, and
on silent travel films for the Arthauld company.” More generally, there is a
strong sense in which his cinema has perpetually pushed found footage
around on the editing table, both literally (as in his irreverent 1958 remix of
material shot by Truffaut, UNE HISTOIRE D’EAU) and as an underlying strate-
gic principle (the wayward semiotician’s combination of people and objects
as quotable material). Godard is, as he has often characterised himself,
above all a ‘combiner” who positions himself between disparate worlds,
and ‘puts Raymond Chandler in contact with Fyodor Dostoevsky in a res-
taurant on a particular day with well- and lesser-known actors’.” A thor-
ough study of Godard and montage would need to address Godard’s debt
to antecedent montage theorists and practitioners, the intervallic concep-
tion and structure of his video work of the 1980s and 1990s, and his substan-
tial production as a graphic photomontage artist. In particular, an
examination of the evolution of his editing practice from the 1950s to the
present would need to consider how the combination of ideas played out at
the plastic level of shot linkage in his films of the 1960s has nourished his
subsequent exploration of videographic juxtaposition and superimposition.

These issues will be set aside here in favour of an analysis of Godard’s
understanding and use of ‘montage’ in the context of his discourse on cin-
ema, history and cinema history. A genealogy of the meanings collapsed by
Godard into ‘montage’ in and around HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA leads us
quickly to his lectures on cinema history at the Conservatoire d’Art
Cinématographique in Montreal in the late 1970s.” Here, Godard took over
from his mentor and friend, Henri Langlois, whose eclectic collage-based
programming style at the Cinématheque Frangaise looms large over the
montage-based conception and structure of HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA. For
Godard, we recall, Langlois was not just a programmer but an auteur who
assembled great experimental macro-films, ‘shot’ through projectors rather
than cameras.” In Montreal Godard expressly declared his intention to de-
vote the remainder of his life and work to an exploration of ‘the geology and
geography’ of montage." As Serge Daney pointed out, in the transition from
the Montreal lectures to HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA, the ‘founding hypothesis’
that the cinema somehow ‘is” montage has been retained.” The series, as
Godard himself semi-jokingly claimed in 1998, is based on a montage ‘theo-
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I'm a bit upset that it’s only cinema people who talk to me about it [HISTOIRE(S) DU
CINEMA] and that the word ‘history’ is forgotten. I feel like a mathematician who sets
out a theorem and to whom people just say ‘your theorem’s lovely’, or ‘it’s lousy’...
It's as if people had said to Pythagoras (and I'm not comparing myself to Pythagoras),
‘your theorem'’s great!’... Yes, but how is it useful? [...] Freud and Feuillade recount
something, and this came at more or less the same time as set theory, fluid mechanics,
and Stravinsky... These rapprochements aren’t made. The only thing capable of pro-
viding an account of them — not because it tried to do it, but because it was made for it
- is the cinematograph. Let’s call it ‘cinematograph’ so as to differentiate it from
what’s called ‘cinema’ today, and which only ever designates the regular weekly re-
leases and the cinema listings in the papers. At a given moment in time, History be-
came incarnate - or arranged itself like a tired virus - in cinema’s very substance. And
then the cinematograph was no longer used."

Cinema is a privileged visual witness to the past, video a fluid space in
which a neo-cinematic form of montage can offer a glimpse of History. The
following quotation, taken from Godard’s lecture on montage at the French
National Film School (the FEMIS) in 1989, indicates the diversity and opac-
ity of ideas with which this discussion will have to engage:

The idea that I'm defending in the history of cinema that I'm preparing, QUELQUES
HISTOIRES A PROPOS DU CINEMA, is that montage is what made cinema unique and dif-
ferent as compared to painting and the novel. Cinema as it was originally conceived
is going to disappear quite quickly, within a lifetime, and something else will take its
place. But what made it original, and what will never really have existed, like a plant
that has never really left the ground, is montage. The silent movie world felt it very
strongly and talked about it a lot. No-one found it. Griffith was looking for something
like montage, he discovered the close-up. Eisenstein naturally thought that he had
found montage... But by montage I mean something much more vast [...] To return to
what I said at the beginning: the idea of cinema as art or the technique of montage.
Novels are something else, painting is something else, music is something else. Cin-
ema was the art of montage, and that art was going to be born, it was popular. Mozart
worked for princes, Michelangelo for the Pope... Some novelists sold in huge quanti-
ties, but even Malraux, even Proust didn’t sell immediately in the same quantities as
Sulitzer. Nor does Marguerite [Duras]. Suddenly, very quickly, cinema rose in popu-
larity, much faster than Le Pen. In three years it went from thirty spectators to thirty
million. Painting has never been popular. If Van Gogh were popular his paintings
would go on tour. But cinema was popular, it developed a technique, a style or a way
of doing things, something that I believe was essentially montage. Which for me
means seeing, seeing life. You take life, you take power, but in order to revise it, and
see it, and make a judgment. To see two things and to choose between them in com-
pletely good faith."
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As is clear here, Godard’s theorem relies on a very specific view of cinema
history: cinema is reduced to the cinematograph, which in turn exemplifies
a series of fairly distinct processes conflated in the term ‘montage’. By think-
ing Godard'’s ‘theorem’ in the context of his critical discourse of the past fifty
years, this chapter seeks to unpack the series of elliptical equivalences out-
lined here, to retrieve and position the cinematograph at the heart of
Godard’s discourse on cinema and history, and to throw into relief what we
might understand by its ‘montages’.

Vertov/Eisenstein/Godard

As founding figures of the left-wing intellectual cinematic adventure, and
as names that recur regularly in Godardian discourse generally, it comes as
little surprise that Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov should have become
key points of reference in work on Godard. The key task here is to move de-
bates around the conjunction of these three cinematic projects beyond by-
gone discussions of Godard as a militant political film-maker. Taking their
cue from the hostile critiques of Eisenstein inscribed in Godard’s work of
the late 1960s and 1970s (VENT D'EST, LECONS DE CHOSES (episode 2A of six
FOIS DEUX), FRANCE/TOUR/DETOUR/DEUX/ENFANTS), commentators have
habitually allied Godard with Vertov. This position now requires revision,
or at least moderation: the legacy of both film-maker/theorists, and of their
respective mathematical and musical montage theories, is felt powerfully in
Godard’s recent work in terms of a broad climate of influence and of specific
points of detail. Vertov’s quest to perfect an extra-linguistic, visual, sym-
phonic-cinematic form, and Eisenstein’s claims for film’s unique power to
articulate thought outside language, pave the way for the flux and flow of
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA. The adoption of the Dziga Vertov name by Godard
and his collaborators in the early 1970s signalled an allegiance with a form
of political cinema rooted in the present instant and the everyday, while also
serving as an intervention against the widespread deification of Eisenstein
as unchallenged paradigm of the revolutionary film-maker. But it is now
clear that this also announced an engagement with central strands of
Vertovian theory whose effects continue to resonate across Godard’s current
practice: an unshakeable faith in the camera as a scientific ‘scope’ through
which to penetrate the surface of reality; the dream of a quasi-scientific re-
search ‘laboratory’ in which to conduct audio-visual experiments; a deep-
rooted mistrust of any semblance of literary narrative, combined with
contempt for the conventional written script; the expansion of the idea of
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montage to include every stage of the film-making process; and finally, the
crucial theorisation and application of ‘interval’ theory (according to which
film poems are composed around the movements and transitions between
the visual stimuli carried by individual shots).” Eisenstein’s favouring of
stylised recreations of the past over an urgent engagement with the present
once earned him disdain from Godard and Jean-Pierre Gorin. Eisenstein
quietly re-entered Godard’s work in a far more positive light at the end of
the 1970s, and by the time the early versions of the first two chapters of
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA were complete in 1988, Eisenstein had come to
occupy a prime position in Godard’s schema.” In view of the recurrent
critique of THE BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN in Godard’s earlier work, the inclu-
sion of the Odessa steps sequence in TOUTES LES HISTOIRES signals the
closing of a circle. Similarly, the position adopted by Godard at his editing
table in HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA as he speeds the film back and forth through
the gates of the Steenbeck self-consciously reprises Eisenstein’s posture —
scissors in hands, celluloid draped around his neck, scrutinising a strip of
celluloid against the light in his editing studio — in the photograph
frequently redeployed by Godard since the early 1980s.” This identification
with Eisenstein signals a partial rapprochement with Eisensteinian theory
which, as with Vertov, is most fruitfully read in terms of the appropriation of
a handful of key ideas. For Godard’s engagement with Eisenstein’s theories
has been fairly loose and avoided any elaborate dialogue with the constitu-
ent specificities of the fivefold montage typology (metric, rhythmic, tonal,
overtonal, intellectual). His interest lies primarily in Eisenstein’s status as a
philosopher of art who sought tirelessly to chart and redefine what ‘mon-
tage’ might mean.” Godard’s long-standing critique of the ‘visual’ (Serge
Daney), that is to say, the floods of representations generated by the media
machine, draws on the Eisensteinian distinction between ‘image’ (‘obraz’,
related in Eisensteinian theory to montage) and ‘depiction’ (‘izobrazhenie’,
sometimes translated as ‘representation’ and related to the individual shot),
which is mapped on to the opposition between ‘image” and ‘picture’ in Eng-
lish." But the importance of Eisenstein to late Godard runs far deeper than
this, and takes the form of intellectual liberation. On the one hand, Godard
and Eisenstein both pursue cinematic montage with an exceptional and al-
most transcendent intensity, one that is directly related to filmic materiality:
montage is integral to the cinema, not just as the grammatical basis to filmic
expression (the combination of shots) but also at the micro-level of the inter-
stice separating photogrammes on the celluloid. Thus ‘all cinema is mon-
tage cinema, for the simple reason that the most fundamental cinematic
phenomenon - the fact that the picture moves - is a montage phenome
non’.” On the other, the respective theorisations of montage by Eisenstein
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and Godard set aside ‘the limited business of the gluing bits of film
together” to focus on the larger picture of montage as a productive princi-
ple accompanying the combination or juxtaposition of two or more events,
facts, or objects across the arts (architecture, music, painting, theatre, the
novel, poetry, and so on). The freedom with which Eisenstein’s later discus-
sions of montage range across Maupassant, Milton and Mayakovsky - he
goes so far as to label both Leonardo da Vinci and Pushkin ‘montage artists’,
and to read the painting Deluge and narrative poem Poltava as cinematic
‘montage scripts’ — thoroughly prepares the way for Godard’s projection of
the term in every direction in and around HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA."

The importance of Eisenstein and Vertov to late Godard, and to
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA in particular, should not obscure the limits of their
contribution. As Godard has consistently argued since the time of ToUT va
BIEN, although Eisenstein considered himself to have been on the trail of
montage, hindsight reveals him to have formulated a unique means of artic-
ulating his vision through a self-reflexive fusion of cinematic and political
‘angles’ on contemporary events. This argument culminates in Chapter 3B
of HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA, UNE VAGUE NOUVELLE, where Godard suggests
through a dissection of the sequence in which the three stone lions ‘rise up’
in ocTOBER that Eisenstein’s experimentation with the combination of cam-
era angles gives the mere impression of montage:

All Eisenstein ever talked about was montage, but he was a calculator rather than an
editor. He discovered the angle. It's because he found extraordinary angles - like
Welles a little later - that his work necessarily suggests the beginnings of montage,
and you hear people say: ‘It's a wonderfully edited film.” But that’s still not what
montage is about. It's something else. We don’t know what... We don’t know.”

Similarly, Vertov’s attempts at montage are scorned as ‘completely flat’; he
may have had good ideas for individual rapprochements but he failed to in-
ject cinematic life into them.” In this way, Godard is able to cut Eisenstein
and Vertov down to size and recuperate them as just two of the film-makers
of the silent era who were collectively feeling their way across a vast un-
charted ‘continent’, montage. The list of favoured cinematic explorers of the
silent era is usually short — Eisenstein, Vertov, Vigo, Griffith, Lang, Gance,
von Stroheim, Murnau - and none is deemed to have ultimately realised
montage. This apparently paradoxical treatment of Eisenstein and Vertov,
whereby they are promoted and criticised in virtually the same breath, leads
us to our central concern. Their theories and practices — especially in the
combined form of Vertovian interval theory and Eisenstein’s enlarged con-
cept of montage - underpin Godard’s project. But in the process of survey-
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ing the history of cinema, Godard opens up the concept of ‘montage’ to
areas far beyond anything envisaged by Eisenstein:

Cinema was the true art of montage that began five or six centuries B.C., in the West.
It’s the entire history of the West. It’s not the history of the East, nor that of Mexico
and the Indians. Nobody knows what the history of black Africa is, and we're not
even close to knowing. It’s the history of the West, the history of a view of the world,
of art coming to an end, and which can be seen today through cinema. Now we're en-
tering another history. It was montage, the relationship between things, between peo-
ple, by means of a relationship to things viewed in the form of a reproduction of these
things.™

Throughout HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA, cinema is positioned and read as mod-
ern painting, inheritor and extension of a representational tradition indica-
tive of western art. ‘Montage’ comes to designate the relationships internal
to a given art form, as well as those established through art between the
world and its inhabitants. In the domain of cinema, it comes to signify not
merely a common formal idiom or singularly potent expressive tool, but the
power and specificity of silent cinema as an historical force.

The intelligence of the cinematograph

‘Cinema projected, and people saw that the world was there.’

On what is the conflation of montage with the cinematograph based, and
what critical positions in relation to film history does it generate and demar-
cate? More precisely, how is this equation conceptualised and played out at
the micro-level of the ‘'montages’ internal to the cinematic apparatus, and at
the macro-level of the cinematograph as a whole? Godard’s reading of the
relationships and tensions internal to cinema as ‘montage’ is reasonably
straightforward. The idea of montage has entered popular discussions of
cinema as a byword for inter-image relationships, but theoretical work of
early film semioticians such as Yuri Tynyanov in the 1920s, not to mention
that of Eisenstein, reminds us that the application of ‘montage’ to intra-im-
age relations also has a well-established history.” For Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, whose ideas on cinema foresee and inspire Godard'’s films of the
1960s, the unique and unprecedented power of cinema lay in its astonish-
ingly direct capacity for laying bare ‘the link of the subject to the world, of
the subject to others’ through its ability to frame and project vast moving
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images.” Malraux’s claim for cinema as an art in his 1946 Esquisse d’une
psychologie du cinéma is strongly reminiscent of Merleau-Ponty and Bazin,
and prefigures Godard’s reading of cinema and art as ‘montage”: ‘I call art
here the articulation of unknown yet suddenly convincing relationships be-
tween people, or between people and things.”” Godard’s argument in ‘Mon-
tage, mon beau souci’ (1956) that montage and mise-en-scéne enact identical
processes in time and space respectively therefore forms part of an ongoing
debate within film theory rather than a significant new insight.” In the con-
text of Godard’s recent work, it is the irreversible blurring of categorical
boundaries between editing (temporality, traditionally identified with po-
etry) and mise-en-scéne (spatial representation, usually allied to painting)
that should be retained from his feisty riposte to Bazinian realism. In spite of
superficial appearances to the contrary, Godard’s essay borrows as much
from Bazin as it does from Eisenstein and retrieves the dual sense of the sub-
ject-world relations caught within the image (for Bazin, generally those ar-
ticulated through the uncut take and deep focus) and those expressed by the
combination of shots as the basis of an already expanding concept of mon-
tage. In line with the openness implicit in the positions of Merleau-Ponty
and Bazin, Godard’s discourse operates on a double register and oscillates
constantly. If the cinema materially fixes and foregrounds the interspace, so
at the level of narrative representation it throws into relief human behaviour
and social relations and makes them available for criticism:

Montage allowed one to see things and no longer to say them, that’s what was new.
You could see that the boss was robbing the workers, it wasn’t sufficient to say it. By
managing to show that the bosses were robbing the workers... it became obvious that
the boss was a nasty bloke or whatever.”

From the outset, and long before it is grafted on to emergent hypotheses re-
garding the history of cinema, ‘montage’ is therefore already highly
charged. Applied to both plastic and social inter- and intra-image relations,
it is extended to the viewer/world relationship mediated through cinema.

Making sense of Godard’s elision of the cinematograph with montage re-
quires a detour through a number of antecedent positions inscribed in his
critical discourse, and notably the theorisation of cinema as art and science.
First, clarification of Godard'’s exploitation of the term ‘cinematograph” as a
vehicle for two reasonably distinct sets of meanings is required. Its use by
Jean Cocteau and Robert Bresson as a gesture of defiance to the homogenis-
ing momentum of the forms and codes of the Hollywood-derived main-
stream has obvious attractions for Godard." Although forever tinged with
this wider sense of cultural resistance, the term primarily designates the ex-
tension of the neo-scientific project of the Lumiére brothers. One can barely
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exaggerate the centrality of silent cinema to Godard’s work. As films such as
VIVRE SA VIE and LES CARABINIERS remind us, of all the forms fed pell-mell
into the generic remix machine of his 1960s films it is often the silent cinema
whose undiluted presence is most powerfully felt. He has reiterated in
countless interviews over the course of preparations for HISTOIRE(S) DU
CINEMA that a ‘true’ history of cinema should brush aside diversions such as
box-office hit orchestration by the entertainment multi-nationals to focus on
what he identifies as the true history of cinema, that of the ‘invisible’ films
lost, disintegrating, destroyed, or seldom shown, precisely, Langlois’s trea-
sured illicit cinema, much of it silent and absorbed in awe by the emergent
Nouvelle Vague during the 1950s. In this respect, the Montreal lectures pro-
vide not only a rehearsal space for the substance of HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA
but a structural prototype. It would clearly be an oversimplification to claim
that HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA is ‘about’ silent cinema in any straightforward
sense, not least because of the presence of chapters devoted to topics such as
Hitchcock, Neorealism, and the Nouvelle Vague, the presence of enormous
quantities of extracts of sound films, and the sheer sonic density of the
soundtrack. In Montreal, Godard systematically projected a silent film at the
beginning of each session as a benchmark against which to evaluate an as-
sortment of sound films (his own included). If here the overarching signifi-
cance of the silent era remains clearly signalled, it assumes the role of
structuring subjacent armature in HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA, determining the
parameters of the loosely grouped subject areas into which the respective
chapters are bracketed off. Despite initial appearances, Godard’s histories
are less ‘histoire(s) du cinéma’ than ‘histoire(s) du cinématographe’, a fact
signified by the shift in intertitles in TOUTES LES HISTOIRES. Forays into the
sound era are primarily driven by a quest to follow the residual trail -
flashes of resistance on the part of a handful of figures, films and move-
ments in the face of widespread homogenisation — of the cinematograph
and ‘what it became in the age of the talkies’.”

Complementing this use of the cinematograph as a point of entry into
cinema history is a wider conceptual engagement on Godard’s part with the
films, critical discourses, and socio-cultural context of the cinematograph,
an engagement that has had a powerful influence on his later practice. In
Montreal, he explicitly set himself the brief of integrating a rediscovery of
the cinematograph into his ongoing project: ‘if I look at my own trajectory, I
get the impression that I'm trying to retraverse the silent era, but so as to be
able to find my own form of the talkies’.” The optimism and vitality of the
scientific-philosophical impetus to early intellectual cinema has provided a
source of strength and inspiration for Godard and Godard /Miéville in their
attempts to negotiate a post-television form of cinema. In this respect, ex-
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perimentation with slow- and stop-start motion is exemplary, its use as
technique and effect symptomatic of a wider conceptual solidarity with the
proto-cinematographic work of pioneers such as Etienne-Jules Marey and
Eadweard ]J. Muybridge. At the same time, it signals an alignment with
commentators such as Walter Benjamin and Elie Faure for whom slow-mo-
tion’s ability to penetrate the temporal continuum announced nothing less
than a revolutionary ‘deepening of apperception” and ‘unconscious optics’
(Benjamin), ‘a whole world of hitherto unknown and even unsuspected har-
monies’ (Faure).” First systematically employed in FRANCE/TOUR/DETOUR/
DEUX/ENFANTS, slow motion punctuates Godard and Godard/Miéville’s
work to the present and culminates explosively in HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA.
The cinema, of course, rapidly contributed to the natural sciences through
the camera’s role as a ‘temporal microscope’ (Jean Painlevé) capable of the
revelation of previously invisible realities.™ If Godard’s early films overflow
with urgent news from the 1960s, his work of the past two decades - so often
dismissed as impenetrably obscure — might rather be approached as a sus-
tained and measured combination of the inclusive address and fresh, per-
plexing forms characteristic of the best of the cinema of the silent era. In this
perspective — and this is a reading that Godard would probably be keen for
us to pursue — it is not Godard’s work but the rest of cinema that has some-
how lost its way and been sidelined to the margins.

Just how does Godard equate the cinematograph with art? Setting aside
transitory, factional in-fighting, political affiliation, or the divisions of na-
tional boundaries, Godard identifies widespread unanimity on the part of
contemporaneous commentators: the world has unexpectedly acquired an
extraordinarily precise machine capable of intensifying perception, jolting
us out of our routine complacencies, and reinstating a sense of astonishment
at a world still poorly understood. René Clair’s collation of testimonies to
the power of the cinematograph (those of Pierre Albert-Birot, Jean Cocteau,
Fernand Léger, Pierre Mac Orlan, Paul Valéry, and Philippe Soupault) re-
minds us of the vivacious enthusiasm felt by so many for a young art form
being carried along on the wings of optimism and curiosity.” Godard is
therefore far from being alone in viewing silent cinema in terms of its capac-
ity for the casual generation of constant streams of highly charged, vibrant
images of the present. Godard’s view of the cinematograph is entirely in
keeping here with his polemics of the past five decades generally, where pri-
ority is always accorded representations in any art form born of a quest for
expression outside the regulatory constraints of accumulated aesthetic for-
mulae. In other words, Godard is ultimately interested in Art, and the cine-
matograph is a singularly fresh art form. As Jean Epstein insisted long
before, the impact of radical formal novelty far outweighs questions of
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localised narratives or representations: every metre of film serves to reveal
and inform, to directly communicate a savage reality ‘before names and be-
fore the law of words’.” The birth of the cinematograph not only echoed that
of art, but produced a sudden and unexpected, short-lived period of renewed
childhood for art (‘the childhood of art’, as suggested in an intertitle in FA-
TALE BEAUTE). Astonishingly, fresh form and technical/aesthetic innovation
was matched by mass appeal, and Art was suddenly in real demand. Recog-
nition of the significance of the cinematograph’s instant and massive popu-
larity pervades the critical work of commentators such as Clair, Cocteau and
Louis Delluc in the 1910s and 1920s: the cinematograph is simply the first
truly popular art form ever.” This reading of the cinematograph as Art im-
pacts decisively on the choice of films and film-makers to be included in
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA. Those who have been content to run through inher-
ited forms and formulae are set aside, making room for those who sought to
represent the world honestly and directly through a simultaneous interro-
gation of the technical means at their disposal. This logic provides the ratio-
nale for the unparalleled esteem for Alfred Hitchcock - “a visionary’, ‘as
unique as a star’ — that has accompanied the evolution of the HISTOIRE(S) DU
CINEMA project, culminating in Chapter 4A, LE CONTROLE DE L'UNIVERS.”
Hitchcock achieved his immense popular success on the back of ambitious,
technically difficult, formally inventive, non-formulaic and visually-driven
narratives: ‘Hitchcock is one of the century’s great artists. He made difficult,
sensitive, mysterious and successful films that didn’t follow a recipe. That’s
extremely rare.”” Uniquely, in the moving interview he gave to Serge July at
the time of Hitchcock’s death, Godard goes so far as to credit Hitchcock - the
exception who proves the rule - for having achieved ‘montage’.” Here we see
the slippage from ‘cinematograph’ to ‘cinema’: it is Hitchcock'’s sound films
— forever rooted in a resolutely visual logic intimately linked to the cinemat-
ograph and painting — that serve as an illustrious but all too solitary exam-
ple of what full-scale cinematographic montage might have become. This
pervasive investment in a vision of the silent era clears the way for a poten-
tially vast reassessment of the period, and indeed the conjunction of
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA with recent scholarly interest in montage as a com-
posite idiom and radically new, post-industrial, kaleidoscopic form of vi-
sion opens up a rich area of future research.”

Accompanying this reading of the cinematograph as art is a parallel theo-
risation of the image as scientific document, and cinema generally - posi-
tioned in the context of the nineteenth-century scientific project — as an
immensely powerful social X-ray machine capable of the revelation of hith-
erto imperceptible physical realities and the injuries of social inequality. Fic-
tion films, as Godard has suggested in a neat image, have always operated
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as ‘Jean Painlevé plus actors’.” If the narratives inscribed in individual films
provide a reflection of the world that made them, so fiction films carry a re-
cord of the past in their form. The shifting fortunes of film ‘language’ pro-
vide a concise echogram of social structures: social and formal innovation
go hand in hand, just as the regurgitation of pre-existing forms indicates so-
cial stagnation. At the other end of the scale, neither documentary nor news-
reel footage is valued for any spurious objective truth value. On the
contrary, it is fed into HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA and scrutinised for traces of re-
hearsal and control. In documentaries, as Godard suggested recently, it is
the otherwise imperceptible processes of socio-political ‘mise-en-scéne’ that
are recorded and revealed.” Caught in the Lumiére brothers’ celebrated film
of workers leaving their Lyon factory are multiple layers of mediations and
manipulations: not only do the workers, schooled in the process of moving
images, know they are being filmed and act accordingly for the camera, but
they rehearse the gestures and stage directions mapped out for them by the
factory management. The documentary root and duty of cinema comes
through very powerfully in HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA. Like Malraux, Godard
is careful to counterbalance his reading of cinema’s role as true art and pur-
veyor of myth with an insistence on its inherently and properly journalistic
function.” Malraux’s L'ESPOIR recurs in HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA as a privi-
leged example of cinema as real ‘news’ through its frantic attempt to trace
the outline of an instant image worthy of the horrors of the Spanish Civil
War. At the same time, the film’s formal ambition and invention served si-
multaneously to revitalise cinema itself as an art form. No matter if any
given film has presented itself as ‘news’ or as the height of the fantastic - all
true cinema for Godard delivers up-to-the-minute news bulletins:

It’s said that Lumiére is documentary and Méliés the fantastic. But when we see their
films today, what do we see? We see Méliés filming the reception of the King of Yugo-
slavia by the president of the Republic. In other words, news. And at the same time,
we see Lumiere filming his family playing belote in a style reminiscent of Bouvard and
Pécuchet. In other words, fiction.*”

In a position held unswervingly by Godard from the 1950s to the present,
fiction films are deemed to carry an intrinsically high documentary charge.
‘I think all the great films’, as he put it as early as 1958, ‘tend at their pro-
foundest level towards the documentary.”* On the one hand, momentous
moments of social instability and conflict are crystallised immediately in
cinematic form and given an image which is then distributed and subject to
criticism and discussion. Fiction films can therefore be read as the real
‘news’ of the century (‘news of history, history of the news’, as Godard for-
malises it in TOUTES LES HISTOIRES). On the other, in a critique that recalls
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Kracauer’s survey of the traces of an embryonic fascism in the German cin-
ema of the 1920s, Godard ascribes to cinema the power to effect a visionary
ethnology of imminent social mutation by foreseeing emergent political
turbulance and social upheaval. In this perspective, the cinema is a kind of
clairvoyant gossipmonger (‘colporteur’, as suggested in LES SIGNES PARMI
Nous), peddling rumours about what the future might hold:

I've always thought that the cinema represents today what music was in the past a lit-
tle: it communicates in advance, it communicates in advance great shifts that are go-
ing to occur. And it’s in this sense that it shows illnesses before they become visible.
It’s an external sign that shows things. It’s a bit abnormal. It’s something that’s going
to happen, like an irruption.”

TOUTES LES HISTOIRES and LES SIGNES PARMI NOUs underscore this view: Re-
noir’s LA GRANDE ILLUSION and LA REGLE DU JEU foresaw the imminent dis-
integration of Europe into war and Murnau’s NOSFERATU depicted a Berlin
reduced to rubble in the aftermath of war from a vantage point long before
the events had taken place.

Godard’s entire theory and practice constitutes a sustained reflection on
vision, a relentless critique of the homogeneities inscribed in visual imagery
and subjectivity complemented by a constant search for fresh expressive
forms. In the context of his theorisation of the cinema as art and science, he
reads silent cinema as an eye- and mind-opening vision machine, and the si-
lent era as an explosive moment of ‘great popular cultural revolution’
driven by the cinematographic revelation of the physical world and social
relations.” Godard'’s histories are audience-based and set aside issues such
as the drift towards narrativisation or the chronological intricacies of tech-
nological change. The foregrounding of the human eye and the act of look-
ing (the magnified eye from Orson Welles’s MR. ARKADIN in SEUL LE CINEMA
and UNE VAGUE NOUVELLE, and James Stewart wielding his telephoto lens in
REAR WINDOW in TOUTES LES HISTOIRES and UNE VAGUE NOUVELLE) serve as a
shorthand for the visual education set in motion by the cinematograph. In-
herently all-inclusive in its extra-linguistic mode of address and drawing
social classes together physically in the movie theatre, the popular, nascent
art/science is endowed with a pedagogical function and contagious democ-
ratising effect. By simply re-presenting the physical and social world to vast
numbers of individuals in instantly accessible form, it encouraged - indeed,
made almost inevitable — a profound renegotiation of one’s place in the
world. The novelty, difference and danger of the cinematograph is located
in its latent power effortlessly to unleash a mass of popular energy through
the revelation of how the world might be perceived and inhabited differ-
ently. In a passage again strongly reminiscent of Malraux, Godard conflates
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the successive ‘montages’ effected by the cinematograph (within the image,
between images, between the viewer and the screen, between the subject
and society, and between the individual and the world) as follows:

When people saw a film, there was something that was at least double, and since
someone was watching, it became triple. In other words, there was something, some-
thing else, which in its technical form became gradually known as montage. It was
something that filmed not things, but the relationships between things. In other
words, people saw relationships, and first of all they saw a relationship with them-
selves.”

It is through this concept of ‘social montage’ that the cinematograph is asso-
ciated closely with questions of national identity. The logical consequence of
an inherently montage-based art is social and / or existential ‘montage’. Less
a question of adhesive than of social cohesion, cinema ‘represented the possi-
bility of belonging to a nation, and of being oneself within that nation”.™ Al-
though surprising in view of Godard’s roots in Langlois’s unconventional
trans-national film education programme at the Cinématheque, a sustained
reading of film history in terms of national cinemas is thereby established in
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA."

Godard’s reading of how western society has represented and ‘projected’
the world around it, and of the ensuing interpretative process (of negotia-
tion, agreement, astonishment or rejection) set in motion when audiences in
turn ‘project’ themselves into those representations, feeds into a favoured
metaphor: the cinema theatre as a popular courtroom, films as evidence,
and the audience as judge and jury. To view films is to participate in a pro-
cess of judicial review: ‘Cinema is made for spreading things out, for flatten-
ing them. I always compare it to justice. It's a file that you open, that’s
cinema (he opens a file). And then you weigh it.”” Films representing pressing
contemporary concerns are made, projected, viewed and discussed in the
same way that evidence is brought into a courtroom and laid before a jury.
The representation can be accepted or refused but it is there for discussion
and awaits a verdict: is this a just reality represented on the screen, and does
the representation itself accurately reflect one’s personal experience? In this
context, courtroom dramas, and films in which questions of guilt and inno-
cence hang in the balance, inevitably acquire particular resonance (whence
a further reason for the importance of Hitchcock). This identification of cin-
ema with the scales of justice not only underscores the idea of popular em-
powerment, but also relates neatly and self-reflexively back to the
underlying model of the rapprochement/montage of two or more
photogrammes (or images, or ideas) that returns endlessly in HISTOIRE(S) DU
CINEMA:
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There’s a shot before, and another one after. And between the two, there’s a physical
support. That’s cinema. You see a rich person and a poor person and there’s a rap-
prochement. And you say: it’s not fair. Justice comes from a rapprochement. And
from then weighing it in the scales. The very idea of montage is the scales of justice.”

HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA was always intended as the history not only of cin-
ema’s revelatory power but also of ‘the blindness to which it gave rise’.* The
series recounts a narrative of rise and fall, of splendour and poverty. Where
the cinematograph is equated with the drawing together of peoples and na-
tions, the talkies are identified with a pre-televisual process of ‘démontage’
(collapse or, literally, dismantling):

Montage is what had to be destroyed because it’s what allowed people to see. The role
of the talkies, supported by the publishing houses and bad writers, was to prevent
people from seeing what montage allowed them to see. Control over what one saw
had to be regained immediately. Moreover, that’s what television is. A great lost bat-
tle.”

All that remains of the fully-fledged ‘montage’ that a mature cinema might
have allowed are partial traces of its extraordinary emergent form, ‘a
blocked chrysalis that will never turn into a butterfly’.”® As Godard has ar-
gued consistently since the early 1970s, the combination of economic reces-
sion and Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ conspired with the coming of sound to
produce an aesthetic mutation and the beginning of the end of cinema’s sta-
tus as popular, documentary-based art: “Walter Benjamin said the same
thing to Adorno: the industry’s unconscious took fright and so the talkies
were introduced.” In the context of a century marked by the rapid prolif-
eration of technologies, notably by television as a brief but crucial interme-
diary step from the chemical (photography/cinema) to the digital, cinema’s
capacity for ‘montage’ fell by the wayside. The montages of the cinemato-
graph, taken in hand by mass production and the rhythms of consumer
capital, were forever buried beneath the weight of the script-based, dia-
logue-ridden talkies:

The word montage has been much used. Today people talk of montage in Welles or in
Eisenstein or, on the contrary, of the absence of montage in Rossellini. What fools, as
Bernanos would say. Cinema never found montage. Tobis and RCA didn‘t allow it the
time, and something was lost along the way, its language. And it’s speech, words,
that took the upper hand, but of course not the speech or words of the Jeromine chil-
dren, nor those of Narcissus and Goldmund.”
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Conclusion

‘Bring together things that have never yet been brought together and
did not seem predisposed to be so.” (R. Bresson)™

‘Montage’ is the central, volatile, and essentially open-ended metaphor
through which Godard has developed his evolving ideas on cinema and
history, while ‘Montage, mon beau souci’ is the generative formula into
which he has condensed his hypotheses. It would be easy to ignore
Godard'’s provocatively blunt insistence on the direct equivalence between
cinema and montage cited at the head of this chapter, or to respond dismiss-
ively that ‘no, cinema is not montage’. But if we are to engage with Godard
as critic and historian of cinema, we are obliged to pass through these and
other ostensibly perverse and trenchant statements. If we take the time to re-
flect on what they might mean, and treat them as poetic formulae rather
than as statements of fact, the contours of an enormously rich range of de-
bates open up before us. Godard is, of course, not a systematic theoretician
of montage, and any future ‘montage theory’ associated with his name will
perhaps most likely serve as shorthand for his vision of the rise and fall of
the cinematograph as Art. In its most extreme formulation, Godard's stance
leaves itself open to obvious criticism: to declare cinema the final chapter in
western art comes close to the reproduction of a flimsy discourse on techno-
logical change which can easily be brushed aside. But such statements
should always be viewed as strategic postures rather than as immutable
opinions; there are no fixed positions in Godardian discourse, but always
scope for the coexistence of a variety of conflictual points of view. His posi-
tion leaves little room for optimism regarding the function of contemporary
cinema as a vibrant cultural form, but it is based on a reading of the cinema-
tograph in the context of an artistic tradition - ‘an idea of the relationship to
the world, invented by white people”™ — whose renewal through other
forms remains open. HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA is essentially poetic, and any
attempt to reduce it to a conventional historiographical narrative inevitably
mutes its power of suggestion. Weaknesses in the fissures between the vari-
ous critical positions Godard traverses are more than compensated for by
the extraordinary wealth of ideas generated by contact with even a short ex-
tract of the series.

The emerging critical work on HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA has tended to set
aside the issues around montage discussed here to focus on Godard’s
videographic editing techniques. In the process, the tight self-reflexivity of
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the series has passed without comment. The underlying rationale and tex-
tual form of HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA are both rooted in an appropriation and
condensed videographic re-enactment of what Godard has identified as the
principal novelty and power of the cinema: montage. From the Montreal
lectures onwards, the meanings of ‘montage’ can be divided into two broad
categories, although in practice, of course, these are irreversibly blurred. On
the one hand, as we have seen, cinema’s essential difference as a cultural
form is reduced to montage: the power of revelation rooted in a unique facil-
ity for bringing disparate ideas into the same orbit as one another and hold-
ing them in dynamic tension. On the other, historical studies (‘études’ in the
dual musical and scholarly sense) are creatively composed through
videographic montage: the rapprochement of ideas vehicled through the
dissolution and recombination of fragments of the century’s cinemato-
graphic ultrasound.” Godard’s obsessive reworking of Pierre Reverdy’s
poem ‘L'Image’ in his work since the early 1980s therefore not only signals
an alignment with a combative form of cultural resistance (surrealism), but
also provides the formula and conduit for these two interrelated sets of
meanings of montage:

The image is a pure creation of the spirit.

It cannot be born of a comparison, but of the rapprochement of two more or less sepa-
rate realities.

The more distant and just the relationships between these realities that are brought
together, the stronger the image will be — and the more emotional power and poetic
reality it will have.

Two realities with no relationship between them cannot be usefully brought together.
No image is created.

Two contrary realities cannot be brought together. They oppose each other.

Rarely is strength obtained from this opposition.

An image is not strong because it is brutal or fantastic, but because the association of
ideas is distant and just.”

As Gilles Deleuze noted, Godard’s long-standing concern has been to exam-
ine how a genuine Image might be retrieved and preserved from the morass
of media clichés.” But Godard'’s urgent drive to chart a poetics of the image
in the age of neo-television has been mapped on to his parallel
historiographical project: to ‘do” montage is to make an Image (Eisenstein’s
‘obraz’) and evoke History.” Beneath the surface of Godard's vision of micro-
and macro-montage hovers a singularly resonant model, that of metaphor
theory. At the macro level, the definition of the cinematograph as Art serves
to position it squarely as metaphor, the perpetually inventive bricoleur at the
slippery juncture of reality and its representation.” At the micro-level, the
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montage/rapprochement of the constituent elements of an Image repro-
duces the dynamic interplay activated by the productive conjunction of the
components (what I.A. Richards terms the ‘tenor” and ‘vehicle’ of the meta-
phor) in the metaphorical process.” Reverdy’s model of the ‘distant and
just” association of ideas provides a quick shorthand for the process of con-
ceptual ‘stereoscopic vision’ set in motion by the rapprochement of tenor
and vehicle.” In visual terms, this model is carried by the economical image
of the juxtaposition of two video monitors (a constant in NUMERO DEUX,
KING LEAR, JLG/JLG: AUTOPORTRAIT DE DECEMBRE, and Chapter 3B of
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA, UNE VAGUE NOUVELLE, usually to the melodic ac-
companiment of variations on the Reverdy poem on the soundtrack), which
in turn serves as a schematic shorthand for the array of videographic editing
processes through which worlds, ideas and realities are combined in
HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA. If metaphor provides a condensed model of the
process of rapprochement/montage inherent in cinema (‘One might say
that there are laws of metaphor- and image-making in cinema, certain of
which represent univeral laws’)", HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA makes History by
making metaphors, or at least by the systematic simulation of the metaphor-
ical process: ‘The simple scientific means for this series and these books is
comparison and metaphor. For every image is metaphor.”” Here Godard re-
joins Eisenstein. As Geoffrey Nowell-Smith has noted, for Eisenstein the
terms ‘montage’, ‘image’, and ‘metaphor’ are fundamentally interchange-
able.” Eisenstein and Godard therefore both leave us with a series of ellipti-
cal equations: cinema = image = montage = metaphor = art. To compose
images (make metaphors) is to resurrect moments of History, or, as Godard
wrote by way of a prescient subtitle to HISTOIRE(S) DU CINEMA in his 1958 re-
view of Léonard Keigel’s film, MALRAUX: “Art, in its own way, makes His-
tory come back to life.””
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