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Mailer on the Moon

Commercial magazines seem
to enjoy hiring writers for
assignments outside their field of
knowledge. Presumably it is for
the sake of confusion and sales,
the two often being inseparable.
Two vears ago Esquire hired
Genet and Southern to cover the
Democratic convention. Life hir-
ed Eugene McCarthy to write a
piece on the World Series. And
McCall’s hired Lynda Biurd
Johnson to write about any-
thing. The latest is Norman Mail-
er doing a bit on space travel for
Life.

On Sunday night Mailer
came to Harvard to read from
his new book, A Fire on the
Moon. The book ostensibly deals
with the flight of Apollo 11 and
12. This might seem like a cur-
ious subject for a writer like
Norman Mailer, and indeed Mail-
er shuffled awkwardly through
his prefatory remarks as he tried
to explain why he had wrntten
his book. He admitted that 1t
was strange ‘‘to be my age and
write a book without sex in it.”
Apparently, last year he had
found himself in need of money,
and so he accepted a Life maga-
zine offer to cover the space
shots and prove that he could
put his stylistic stamp on even
the most uniikely subject. Thus,
thankfully, his book does not
claim any objectivity. ‘I tried to
be as wild or dependabie or
sober or extravagant as pos-
sible.” Because of his lack ot
familiarity with technical data,
Mailer described A Fire on the
Moon as “‘a distressingly ditticult
book to write,” but then there
was the money and “‘prose is
never so much prose as when
written under obligation.”

As in his other two journal-

istic pieces, The Armies of the

by Fred Weisei

Night and Miami and the Siege
of Chicago, the new one IS writ-
ten in the third person, the matn
character remains the same -
Norman Mailer, this time disguis-
ed as someone named Aquarius.
To take some of the stiffness out
of his subject, Mailer relies heav-
ily on those slowly developed
metaphors that move anyone
with a liking for the unexpected
connection of disparate ele-
ments, and make others (includ-
ing several vocal members of the
Harvard audience) impatient.

In the first excerpt that he
read, Mailer drew a facetious
connection between the iron of
the stars and the metal of the
astronauts. The iron that we use
comes from deep within our
planet. It is machined and pol-
ished into a finished product.
We._ too, have iron inside us, and
the astronauts — always blue or
greeneyed, fairskinned, health-

and from the very core of
our humankind - are machined

and polished in the mills of our
training centers until they are

ready to be sent back to the
planets. This full, cytlical pro-
cess — this choice of men seem-
ed so appropriate to Mailer:
“The Wasp has emerged to take
us to the stars.”

After a delightfully satirical
piece on the planting of a metal
flag that had been bent so as to
appear furled by the wind, Mail-
er launched into several long
sections from the second halt of
his book. For the most part
these were about Norman Mailer
living i Provincetown during
the summer of 69 and writing &
book on the moon shot. To his
annoyance Mailer found that his
artist friends in Provincetown
had ignored the event. Mailer

(Continued on Page 6)
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“We oppose both works of art
with a wrong politicatl viewpoint and
the tendency toward the ‘posters and
slogan style’ which is correct in potit-

ical viewpoint but lacking in artistic
power., On gquestions of literature and
art we must carry on a struggie on
two fronts.”
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At the end of Weekend, the

word fin appears on the screen,

becomes fin du conte, then ex-

tends to fin du cinema. The
break between Godard’s “‘Early
Period, ”in which he maintained
at least a nominal allegiance to

narrative movie-making, dressing
up more radical works in con-
ventional trappings, and the later

films, those that rely almost

exclusively on forms of intellec-

tual montage, can arguably be
traced to those words. In Week-

end, the extreme alienation of

the bourgeois characters prevent
their personal development,
creating an aimless drama in
which the landscape of capitalist

society is the real subject. The
end words sum up Godard’s real-

ization that bourgeois narrative
{conte} cinema, as defined by

the American film (individualiz-

ed characters exploring and
reacting to their secttings), can-
not serve as a vehicle for anti-
bourgeois statement. What he
came to teel through Weekend 1s
the neccessity for
politics and art, of subject and
approach, and eventually of ac-
tion and i1dea.,

The two 35 mm fiUms
Godard made after Weekend, Le
Gai Savoir and One Plus One
were increasingly abstract. While
Le Gai Savoir made a gesture
the narrative fum, its
two characters declaim rather

than speak through personal ex-
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pericnce, 4and no ¢vent can have
prolonged meaning for them; de-
spite their continuous presence,
the film has no dramatic unity.
One Plus One is further abstract-
ed—there are no characters, no
attempts to unify the film
dramatically. (Godard’s anti-

dramatic intentions account for
his decision not to include the
completed version of “Sym-
pathy for the Devil.”’) Instead
we have pieces of the social
fabric interknit to make political
as well as formal statements. The
structure both of the film as a
whole (the dialectics of cultural
imperialism— black music/white
musicians), and its parts (the
tracks in the junkyard, for ex-
ample, can be broken down into
political units), are subject to
analysis on two fronts. To
understand this film or the ones
to follow we must be, iIn
Godard’s delightful phrase,
“cinemarxists.”’
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by Joei W, Havcock

Speaking at Harvard last
Monday, Godard stressed the
need to make “political films
politically.” In 1968, after

finishing One Plus One, he form-
ed the Dziga Vertov Group. In
doing so, he extended his idea of
the unity of political contznt
and cinematic structure, of sub-
ject and approach, to include the
act of film-making itself. This
means two things: first, that
decisions be made collectively,
and second that every formal
decision have ideological co-
ordinates.

Godard has said that “You
can’t make a revolutionary film
on a reactionary editing table.”
extended that reads you can’t
make revolutionary art and cling
to the bourgeois notion of the
artist. Every morning, as Godard
tells it, the Group meets to-
gether to plan the day’s

shooting. These plans are made as
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(Continued from Page 1)
logical outgrowths of political
discussion, and only after estab-
lishing 1ideological priorities.
When the four finishes, Godard
will return to Palesting, where
the Group has spent five days
shooting and six weeks in de-
bate.

“As vou can probably guess,
big-money producers are not
particularly intrigued by
Godard’s journey toward a unity
of politics and art. In fact,
Godard is broke, and he and
Jean-Pierre Gorin, a comrade of
the DzigaVertov Group, are
doing their ten-day, seven-stop
American tour solely for finan-
cial reasons {(at the outside, it
will net them $2,500 after a split
with Grove Press. See You at

Mao, the film the two are tour-
ing with, and the second film
made by the Dziga Vertov
Group (the first was A Film Like
Any Other) cost $5,000 to make
(16 mm in color— Breathless,
Godard’s first feature, cost
$90,000, 35 mm b/w). Godard
was given $12,000 to produce it
by English television (ITV); they
didn’t take it, however, so he
kept the $7,0006. “The only
thing,” he says, ‘“‘that a Holly-
wood film-maker and a militant
film-maker have in common is
money.”

| After viewing Sec You at
Mao, it’s not hard to imagine the
problems English television had
with it. Godard claims that in
bourgeois and revisionist movies
the image dominates the sound.
One Plus One’s soundtrack com-
peted successfully with the pic-
ture; See You at Mao’s sound
dominates the image. Godard
explains this by saying that “an
image 1s always apolitical--only
the sound is political.” Therc
exists a natural dialectic between
the two. This idea dictates the
peculiar formal qualities of See
You at Mao An ilustration: in
one sequence a five-minute scet-
shot shows us a nude woman

walking up and down,stairs. Two.

different sound tracks are laid
over, one of a woman reading a
Woman’s Liberation Manifesto,
and another of a man saying
things like ““Marxist-Leninist di-
alectical” and blotting out parts
of her speech. Now, a shot of a
nude woman can have no politi-
cal meaning; but this sequence,
and two more of nude women
that follow after, suggest a
whole range of complex mean-
ings—invoking ambivalent res-
ponses to the question of the
nude’s exploitation as a sexual
object, and general questions as
to the success of the whole idea.
Can any sound make this image
political?

The other images are mainly
of workers, in the factory, the
street, or in pohitical discussion
--always shown in groups “‘be-
cause at that time the workers
were the most progressive ele-
ment in England.” Intercut with
the worker images are delibera-
tely childish graphics—a fascist
speech shot in b/w to simulate
television, shots of students
composing political songs to
Beatles’ tunes {(what’s more dia-
lectical than, “You say U.S,, |
say Ho”?), and a closing skit in
which fists smash through the
British flag: and a hand, smeared
with blood to look like a beast
{(the Red Dragon?), painfully
reaches for a red flag.

The soundirack sets some of
these images in dialectical rela-
tion (most notably the brilliant

- Al .-Gédafd photos by Timothy Carlson

opening-track down an assembly
line, during which the sound
consists of shrill, piercing fac-
tory noises and snatches of
Marxist-Leninist  hisfory), but
not othoers., For instance, inter
cutting the racist-fascist com-
mentator with shots of workers
doesn’t qualify as dialectical.
Godard is the first to admit this
lack of unity, which he attribu-
tes to bad politics, in particular a
tatlure fo express a Marxist-
Leninist link between the stu-
dents and the workers. It wasa
progressive step,”’ he says, “but
since then we have gone far
beyond it.”’

Indeed, since Mao Godard
has completed three other
films-—- Pravda (1969), shot in
Czechoslovakia, FEast Wind
(1969), filmed in Italy with
Danny Cohn - Bendit; Struggle in
[taly (1969) filmed in Rome and
Paris;, he i1s now working on The
Arabs Will Win. He is happy only
with the last, and probably only
until it’s completed. None of
them are revolutionary films-—a
revolutionary film can be made
only when the revolution is com-
pleted. I don’t know what a
revolutionary film 1s.”” But each
he feels to be an elevation of the
ideological
level, And unlike the American
Left, which places its highest
priority on arousing people to
action, convinced as they are
that the program of the revolu-
tion 1s formulated in the making
of the revolution, Godard now
places the highest priority on the
ideological struggle. "“The i1deo-
logical struggle must be won
before the political struggle can
begin.”’

Godard once said that each
of his early films was about a
character who had an idea and
followed that idea to its end.
Godard too has an idea, and he
1s following that i1dea to 1ts
logical conclusion. He believes
that the radical impulse is some-
how whole, that the dissociative
principle we have lived with
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since FElisenstein’s demise—the
schism between formal and
political radicalism—is a failure
of our imaginations. Only when
he reaches the end of that idea
will we know what it can mean.
Until then we know what 1if
can’t mean: a return to the old
cinema, the cinema of Fuller and
Hawks. As Dziga Vertov (the
pseudonym of Denis Arkadve-
vich Kaufman, Soviet film-maker
and theorist) wrote in 1922:
“Intestines of experiencefout of
the belly of cinematography/
slashed/By the reef of the re-
volution/there they drag/leaving
a bloody trace on the ground/
shuddering from terror and re-
pulsion/Ail 13 cnded.” Fin du
conte. Fin du cinema.
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