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The film was widely acclaimed, winning numerous awards,

Fu-ws.«'fnﬁ: et . including the Best Director Award at the 1959 Cannes Film
[__r:/ K I\ Festival, the Critics Award of the 1959 New York Film Critics'
_,/..Ll ~» " Circle and the Best European Film Award at 1960's Bodil

Awards. It was nominated for Best Original Screenplay at the
32nd Academy Awards.

The film is among the top ten of the BFI list of the 50 films you
should see by the age of 14.

Francois Truffaut's "The 400 Blows" (1959) is one of the most intensely touching stories ever
made about a young adolescent. Inspired by Truffaut's own early life, it shows a resourceful boy
growing up in Paris and apparently dashing headlong into a life of crime. Adults see him as a
troublemaker. We are allowed to share some of his private moments, as when he lights a candle
before a little shrine to Balzac in his bedroom. The film's famous final shot, a zoom in to a freeze
frame, shows him looking directly into the camera. He has just run away from a house of
detention, and is on the beach, caught between land and water, between past and future. It is
the first time he has seen the sea.

Antoine is a young boy in his early teens who has difficulties both at school and at home. His
teacher singles him out for criticism and punishment, while his mother is cold and demanding,
and frequently argues with her husband (Antoine's stepfather). The family is financially
insecure, and Antoine must sleep in a sleeping bag on a cot crammed next to the back entrance
to the apartment. Also, to make things worse, Antoine soon discovers that his mother is having
an affair with a co-worker.

At school, Antoine is punished for the smallest of incidents, which escalate into more significant
offenses. When the boys in his class pass around a risque picture, Antoine is the one who must
take the blame. He is put in the corner as punishment, and passes the time there by writing a
poem about the teacher, whom the children call "Sourpuss," on the classroom wall. He is
reprimanded for his cheek and for defacing the school. Feeling contempt toward his
schoolmaster and toward school in general, Antoine skips school one day. When asked the next
day where he had been, his response is that his mother had died. He is punished again for his lie
and his parents come to school to address the problem. His mother arrives distraught at the
news, wondering why Antoine chose to kill her off in his story. The two have a poor connection,
and she refuses to show him affection until after she discovers he found out about her affair.
She promises to give him money if his grades go up, but to keep this deal a secret from his



stepfather. It is implied that he must also keep her affair a secret too as a part of the deal. His
mother also tries to spoil him by taking him to the movies.

Antoine engages in various acts of childish mischief, often at the instigation of his friend René,
but is caught and punished after each incident. He eventually steals a typewriter from his
stepfather's workplace, planning to pawn it, but Antoine and René are unsuccessful in their
attempt to pawn the typewriter. When Antoine visits the office to return it he is apprehended
by the concierge; his stepfather turns him in to the police.

After his arrest, Antoine's parents place him with the investigating magistrate, saying that he is
incorrigible. Antoine's mother requests only that Antoine be sent to a work camp by the sea, as
he has never seen the ocean before. After some time in a juvenile detention center Antoine is
indeed sent on to a work camp near the sea.

During a session with the psychiatrist at the detention center, Antoine reveals that he had spent
most of his childhood living with his grandmother. His own mother had not wanted to take care
of him. In fact, she had not wanted a child at all, and had planned to have an abortion.

Antoine eventually escapes from the work camp and runs toward the sea. Once Antoine reaches
the shoreline of the sea, the film concludes with the camera zooming in and then freezing on
Antoine's face (which seems to gaze into the audience).
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