
Sean O’Connor 

MC 322 International Cinema 

Prof. Overbay 

 April 25, 2013 

The New Noir: An Analysis of Breathless 

     Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless is one of the first films credited with beginning the French 

New Wave in the 1950’s and 1960’s, but many also consider it to be the best film of that era. The 

creative decisions made as far as the film’s editing, cinematography, and even musical score 

represent a culmination of the New Wave’s ideas of departing from conventional filmmaking. 

However, with all its unique techniques, when the viewer looks solely at the film’s story, 

Breathless may almost seem no different from the kind of film-noir being made by filmmakers 

all around the world, with plot elements and characters that seem reminiscent of other movies. 

With all its similarities to films of the past, however, Breathless still stands out as its own type of 

film-noir, and it has helped to influence similar films later on. 

     To begin looking at the film’s similarities with other films, the viewer should first examine 

the story itself. A man steals a car, shoots a policeman, hooks up with a woman (well, more than 

one) while on the run from the authorities tracking him down, attempts to arrange an escape, 

separates from his double-crossing lover, and eventually meets his demise. Breathless, it turns 

out, is not exactly filled with more plot twists than most other film-noir preceding it. It hardly 

feels different from the stories Billy Wilder and his colleagues created in films like Double 

Indemnity or Sunset Boulevard that set a standard in that era for an entertaining film-noir. So in 

some sense, Breathless is not as unconventional in terms of its story, but perhaps that is a good 

thing. Perhaps Godard, Francois Truffaut, and others are paying homage to the films before them 

and are attempting to breathe new life into the genre. 



     Another similarity that audiences may easily connect is that of the main character, Michel 

Poiccard. As mentioned earlier, his escapades are nothing new, from stealing a car to finding a 

girl to killing a man. These actions are certainly not to be taken lightly, but these are what some 

of the greatest film-noirs are made of. And Breathless is no different, following Michel around 

Paris through all of these occurrences, and the film never gives the impression that Michel shows 

much remorse, and neither should the viewer. This is the classic antihero, a man whose actions 

defy the law but whom the viewers identify as the protagonist that they should sympathize with. 

This also may serve as homage to the antiheroes of the past: dating back even to the early 1930’s 

with the gangster protagonists of Edward G. Robinson and James Cagney; the audience supports 

these men in their adventures, but when they finally meet their demise, the viewer feels sorry 

rather than satisfied. Even the film itself seems aware of this idea, as in one early scene Michel 

approaches a movie theater where a poster hangs of Humphrey Bogart—a man whose career 

launched because of another classic film noir, The Maltese Falcon. As Michel looks admirably at 

Bogart’s picture, it seems as if Michel himself is paying homage to the films before him, as if the 

torch is being passed from one antihero to another. 

     However, even though the story elements of Breathless may remind the audience of the 

classic film noirs, that connection is heavily disguised under the film’s technical elements. Many 

of the classic noir films of the Golden Age of Hollywood would not have dared to use handheld 

cameras throughout the film’s duration, disregard the conventional “180-degree-line”, or edit 

suddenly from one part of a shot to later on in the same shot. Breathless does all of that and 

more. Within the first thirty seconds, the audience becomes disoriented not only at who Michel is 

and what he’s talking about, but also at where he is in proportion to his surroundings because of 

the way he and the other characters are framed. The film continues to disorient as scenes 

constantly jump cut during conversations and hardly ever seem to capture a dialogue between 

characters the whole way through.  



     Perhaps the most unconventional decision, however, is to downplay significant events in the 

story. For instance, after Michel has stolen a car and is soon followed by police, the film hardly 

feels as suspenseful as it should. A close-up of Michel’s gun firing then cuts to a wide shot of the 

wounded policeman falling, followed by a cut to a wide shot of Michel running in a field. The 

audience may be completely confused. What just happened? Did the policeman die? Where is 

Michel going? It all happens so suddenly that the viewer has two choices: he can either dismiss 

the film as a nonsensical mess, or he can continue watching the film and analyze what the film is 

saying. Breathless, with all its confusion, may in fact be a more accurate representation of the 

antihero than the noir classics of early Hollywood. If a man like Michel can get away with 

breaking the law, having his own way in life, and escaping punishment, why should the film 

itself not be able to do the same? Instead of sticking to cinematic conventions, Godard and his 

crew throw continuity out the window and create a film that, though jumbled, fits with the 

lifestyle of Michel Poiccard. Perhaps this is the reason why Breathless is considered such a 

classic among the films of the French New Wave. 

     What is even more fascinating, however, may be the film’s influence following its release. 

Perhaps Breathless is part homage to the American film noirs before it, but in the late 1960’s and 

early 1970’s, many American films actually seemed to pay homage to Breathless. Films from 

Bonnie and Clyde to Midnight Cowboy to Taxi Driver not only portray a relatable antihero, but 

they also startle their audiences with quick action, unsettling cinematography, and sudden 

musical choices that are reminiscent of the techniques Godard used to help start the French New 

Wave. Breathless not only paid homage to the film noir that had come before it, but it also 

(ironically) breathed new life into the genre, and in doing so, helped influence the same type of 

films that it was honoring.  


