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every man for himself
Sunday, March 27, 7:30 P.M.

1980, 87 mins. 35mm print from The Film Desk.
Directed by Jean-Luc Godard. Written by Godard, Jean-Claude Carrière, Anne-Marie Mieville. Produced by Godard and Alain Sarde. Photographed by Renato Berta, William Lubtchansky, Jean-Bernard Menoud. Edited by Godard and Mieville. Production Design by Romain Goupil.  Music by Gabriel Yared. 
Principal cast: Isabelle Huppert (as Isabelle Riviere), Jaques Dutronc (Paul Godard), Nathalie Baye (Denise Rimbaud), Roland Amstutz (2nd Client), Anna Baldaccini (Isabelle’s Sister), Fred Personne (1st Client), Cecile Tanner (Cecile).
Excerpt from When Movies Mattered: Reviews from a Transformative Decade by Dave Kehr (University of Chicago Press, 2011):

Jean-Luc Godard’s Every Man for Himself is one of the most important movies of the last few years, yet it isn’t a “masterpiece”—Godard himself would probably choke on the word. For that matter, “important” would probably be too much for him to swallow. Any words of high praise carry a connotation of being above the crowd, above the everyday: they set the work on some rarefied spiritual plane, placing it apart from the time and culture that produced it. Godard has always insisted on the context of his films: he has a unique talent for fixing the present moment, or rather, for making himself permeable to it. His movies absorb the circumstances of their making; they seem to carry, not only what Godard is thinking, but what everyone is thinking around the movie, from the actors in front of the camera to the technicians beside it, and even perhaps to the passerby who wander through the background of the shot. When Godard abandoned the studio to make Breathless in 1959, he did more than take movies into the street (in search of “natural” lighting, “natural” locations, as most directors after him have understood his innovation). He took movies into life, opening them up to chance, to accident, to random observation and spontaneous meaning. His method denies masterpieces: he refuses to labor over his work, giving it the completeness and smoothness and fullness of perfection. He prefers to let his art find him, and if it enters as something ragged and contradictory, so much the better. It is, unmistakably, still breathing
Every Man for Himself (the French title is the somewhat more cryptic and elegant Sauve qui peut/La vie; the English title Godard originally wanted was Slow Motion) has been hailed in some circles as a return to common sense, and in others as a reactionary repudiation of his radical work in the 60s and 70s. But I personally don’t see a serious break with the ideas and methods Godard has been developing for the last decade, and the central dilemma of Every Man is not much different from the dilemmas of the political films. What Godard has returned to is narrative: to plot (it’s abstract and inconclusive, but it’s there) and to psychologically realistic characters (well, to a degree—they do tend to wobble toward allegory). Godard has simply exchanged one form of rhetoric (the essay) for another (the story), which shouldn’t be such a momentous decision—many of the great figures in literature (particularly in French literature) felt the same freedom to move between means of address. But in the movies—and surely this is part of Godard’s point—to change forms is to address audiences. Stories are much more acceptable to film distributors than essays: a story will receive more bookings, be seen by more people, make more money. By choosing again to 
film a plot, Godard is really making an economic decision as much as an artistic one. Making a story returns him to visibility, to the single form of movie that is allowed to make an impact on our culture. In a sense, the simple existence of Every Man for Himself makes one of its main thematic points: that business always determines art, and there is no free choice of expression within our society, that the systems of finance invariably determine what is said and how.

There are no overt political discussions in Every Man, yet the film is wholly political. “As for me, I’ve become aware, after 15 years of cinema, that the real ‘political’ film that I’d like to end up with would be a film about me which would show to my wife and daughter what I am, in other words a home movie—home movies represent the popular base of the cinema.” This is Godard speaking several years ago to an interviewer from the French magazine Cinema Pratique, and Every Man for Himself is that home movie. The main male character, played by Jacques Dutronc, has been given the name of the director’s father, Paul Godard. This Godard is a famous filmmaker; he has an estranged wife and daughter (Paule Muret and Cecile Tanner), and he is breaking up with his current lover, Denise (Nathalie Baye), who has a video production company in a small Swiss city. 

Every Man is a highly autobiographical, intensely (and sometimes excruciatingly) personal film, yet it is not a self-centered confessional in the manner of Woody Allen or Bob Fosse. Godard establishes his extreme subjectivity in order to be more objective; there is a push-pull of inside and outside views that is very characteristic of Godard’s long-
established dialectical method. Paul Godard is not at the middle of Every Man, his attitudes and experiences don’t influence the shape of the film. Instead, there is a fairly rigorous, four-part formal structure (plus a short introduction) that establishes the presence of a cool, analytical consciousness somewhere outside the perceptions of the characters. This is the double vision, at once swooningly personal and icily removed, that transforms Godard’s home movie into a “real political film.” For Godard, politics is the art of living in the material world; it begins with the smallest, most trivial gesture a person can make toward the people around him. Something of Godard’s old Maoism remains here, in the insistence on politics as an everyday presence, but he is approaching the routine of his life not from the Maoist, idealist perspective of trying to purify it, “radicalize” it, but from the practical, analytical perspective of trying to understand what it is that he does and why he does it—how his life works.
…In its wholesale trashing of treasured illusions, of hopes and dreams and higher impulses, Every Man for Himself can be a bleak, dispiriting film: it reveals a society of isolated individuals, bound together only by money and neurotic need. Yet there is always an opposite term in Godard’s habitual dialectic, and the despair of Every Man is answered by faint hope. If we can at least recognize the real, have the courage to admit it exists, perhaps we can now really begin to work with it. Someone once remarked that “real” is a word that means nothing without quotation marks; Every Man for Himself is Jean-Luc Godard’s last-ditch attempt to knock them off.
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