
 
Assessment 1. 
 
Questions Relating to Susan Sontag’s Against Interpretation and 
Godard’s Vivre Sa Vie.   
 
1. 
Sontag’s essay provides a polemic against interpretation. What does she mean by this 
– that is, what does she mean by being ‘against interpretation’? Is she suggesting we 
do away with art criticism or interpretation all together? Or is her rejection of 
‘interpretation’ more complex?  Your response should provide an overview of what 
Sontag is specifically against in relation to interpretation.  
 
2. 
What is Sontag’s beef with Plato, and what are her problems with Marxist and 
Freudian interpretations of art works and other cultural production (like cinema)? Be 
sure to refer explicitly to her essay, Against Interpretation. Do you agree or disagree 
with her criticism?   
 
3. 
Sontag concludes her essay with the following: “In place of a hermeneutics we need 
an erotic’s of art.” What does she mean by this? Discuss. Also, what are the strengths 
of this ‘erotic’s of art’ in place of a ‘hermeneutics’? How might such an approach be 
useful in discussing art or cinema? Indeed, is this approach useful at all in your 
opinion?  
 
4. 
Why do Godard’s films (Vivre Sa Vie, especially) hold such importance and value to 
Sontag? Might one of the reasons be that his films and their subject matter appear to 
be driven by ‘formal’ elements rather than being laden with ‘content’? Or that, as she 
says, his films “show that something has happened, not why it happened”? In your 
response be sure to give examples of how Godard’s Vivre Sa Vie might be said to 
privilege ‘form’ over ‘content’. Also be sure to tell us why, for Sontag, showing ‘that’ 
something has happened is better than the analyzing ‘why’ something has happened.  
 
5. 
 
 
You have read the essay! You have seen the film! So do you agree with Sontag when 
she says that Godard’s is a ‘good film’ because it pursues a “directness that entirely 
frees us from the itch to interpret”? Were you freed from the itch to interpret while 
watching Vivre Sa Vie? For example, did the films fragmented structure free you from 
the limitations of narrative? Did it offer you the type of ‘event-like’ or ‘sensuous’ 
experience Sontag advocates?  Or did you find Vivre Sa Vie to still be working within 
a narrative framework despite itself? Did it still create complex symbolic dimensions? 
Did it create the sort of symbolic dimensions that demand the very in-depth 
interpretation and focus on the works ‘meaning’ that Sontag rejects? 
 



NOTE: a useful way of framing your response may be to explore Sontag’s claim that 
the film is not “about prostitution”. Is this true or false in your opinion? This is a 
rather multi-layered question, and that fact will be taken into account when assessing 
the group that decides to take it on.  
 
6. 
Sontag advocates the autonomy of the work of art and believes art criticism and 
interpretation should respect this autonomy. Yet we might ask, what about the 
autonomy of the art critic, the viewer, or the artist who hopes to allocate meaning to a 
work?  Is their freedom lost in her desire to defend the works autonomy? Also, does 
she advocate a formalism that is elitist – that is, does she ultimately defend a now 
canonical modernist art that rejects narrative and social meaning as all too ‘kitsch’ 
and ‘popular’? Discuss.  


