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Jean-Luc Godard: The Oscar Question

Posted by Richard Brody

Soon after it was announced that Jean-Luc Godard would be awarded an honorary Oscar at a special awards ceremony
on November 13th, I wrote a blog post at this site in protest: I contended that Godard (along with the other three
honorees, Francis Ford Coppola, Eli Wallach, and Kevin Brownlow) shouldn’t be relegated to a rump ceremony—
rather, he should be honored in prime time at the main event on February 27th, and should be invited to give his
acceptance speech on the worldwide broadcast. What he has to say about the cinema would doubtless be of the
greatest moment, and should be heard by anyone who cares enough about movies to watch the program.

I’ve noted with dismay a meme burbling up in the press and online in the last few weeks, culminating in Michael
Cieply’s piece in today’s Times, in which an extremely selective and narrow use is made of passages from my book,
“Everything Is Cinema: The Working Life of Jean-Luc Godard,” in which remarks of Godard’s that could reasonably
be construed as anti-Semitic are used as fodder to question whether it’s fitting to award Godard an honorary Oscar.

These writers seem not to have read the book in its entirety. Had they done so, they would, I think, be unlikely to
challenge the award. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote that “the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two
opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.” Godard is also the filmmaker who,
more than any other beside Claude Lanzmann, has approached the Holocaust with the greatest moral seriousness; in
his films, he has treated it as the central political and even aesthetic crisis of the time and has argued, in films and in
interviews, that the failure of the cinema to document the Holocaust in the hope of preventing it can even be described
as the medium’s—and its artists’— definitive and irreparable failure. In such films as “Hélas pour moi” and “Eloge de
l’amour,” Godard creates a cinema that is deeply infused with the spirit of Jewish thought, identity, tradition, and
history. They are not unalloyed celebrations of Jews; they are profound artistic meditations on the intellectual and
emotional connections between the complex heritage and the people who bear it.

I discuss in the book the distinctive centrality that the cinema plays in Godard’s life and thought, and his deep,
burdensome personal identification with its history and its destiny; and I discuss the fact that, in Godard’s vastly
philosophical conception of the cinema, he sees it as something of a counter-tradition to the Mosaic one: for Godard,
the visual basis of the cinema was thwarted in advance, at the dawn of recorded history, by the fact that Moses
delivered written law rather than images. Godard acknowledges the centrality of the Hebrew Bible to modern life, to
his own life and work—but it’s a legacy that he struggles with mightily, and that, as a true artistic radical, he
challenges. It’s what makes his work so stimulating; it’s what makes his work so dangerous—as all great art is, in its
essence.

In the past fifty years, Godard’s work has had a greater and deeper effect on the medium of the movies than any other
filmmaker. He is perhaps the most important artist—not just of the cinema but in the arts altogether—of the second
half of the twentieth century. No artist has exerted a more vast—and more liberating—effect on the audiovisual life of
our times than has Godard. He is the filmmaker who is most deserving of an honorary Oscar for his life’s work
(which, happily, is still continuing—I hope that his most recent film, “Film Socialisme,” which played at the New
York Film Festival, will be seen more widely, and soon). In his article in the Times, Cieply notes, “No one had yet
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signed on to present an honorary Oscar to Mr. Godard, who has said he will not be on hand anyway at the academy’s
awards banquet in Hollywood a week from Saturday.” I’m not a member of the academy; for the record, I am Jewish;
and I volunteer—I’d consider it a privilege to hand Godard or his representative an award that is a mere slender
symbol of what we all, in the world of the cinema, owe him, and that is so long overdue.
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