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“Chazelle does not simply relate Arm-
strong’s tale in terms of hero worship. In 
fact, quite the opposite: First Man could 
easily be called ‘Neil Before Armstrong.’ The 
film recontextualizes Armstrong (Ryan Gos-
ling) and his expedition for what it was: a tool 
in a political struggle, and one that required 
long preparation and was subject to intense 
criticism. The material works well for Cha-
zelle, who always makes movies about artistic 
searchers who subsume the people around 
them into their passions—protagonists who 
are not fully adapted to society and behave 
as outsiders and individualists. The idea of 
family is not a recipe for happiness for these 
characters, although there are some mo-
ments of carefree joy here with Armstrong, 
framed as ’60s-style home movies. The true 
heart of the film, then, is Armstrong’s wife 

Janet, played by The Crown’s Claire Foy, who 
serves as the perfect mediator between her 
own adolescent sons and the overgrown ‘lost 
boys’ playing in space. Armstrong’s trip be-
comes a means for emotional emancipation, 
a backdrop for an intimate, universal story 
about dealing with trauma.”
– Diana Dabrowska, Cinema Scope [2018]

“I assume the title The Best Man wasn’t used 
because it was already taken. In their hagiog-
raphic portrayal of astronaut Neil Armstrong, 
director Damien Chazelle, screenwriter Josh 
Singer, and star Ryan Gosling depict him as the 
perfect—no, the only—choice to be the first 
man on the moon. He’s inherently modest and 
self-effacing; he’s all about putting the Gemini 
and Apollo programs first and letting actions 
speak for themselves. We’re made to under-
stand that Armstrong’s emotional struggle with 
the cancer death of his and Janet’s two-year-

THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS:

cultivatecinemacircle.com

Original Theatrical Poster

old daughter Karen not only colored all his 
relationships but also drove him to achieve 
excellence when he joined NASA in 1962. It’s 
as if Orson Welles identified Rosebud as Kane’s 
sled from the beginning and tried to make us 
sob when it went up in flames at the end. Kar-
en’s loss leads Armstrong to shed tears only in 
the privacy of his study, or, more cathartically, 
on the moon. Chazelle and Singer have created 
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a grueling, prosaic, state-of-the-art docudrama 
(no imagination allowed) with the heart of a 
male weepie.”
– Michael Sragow, Film Comment [2018]

“First Man’s script was adapted from Han-
sen’s biography by Josh Singer, who also had 
a hand in the screenplays of both Spotlight 
and The Post. Those talky, well-populated 
films felt embedded in their historical mo-
ment in a way the much more intimate and 
sparsely written First Man doesn’t. Though 
it takes place in between 1961 and 1969, 
the social upheaval of those years is almost 
invisible from the screen. Early on, we see 
a scrap of President John F. Kennedy’s 
televised speech promising a moon landing in 
the next decade. Much later, as the Apollo 11 
mission is set to begin, there’s an awkwardly 
wedged-in montage—similar, in fact, to one 
in the middle of The Post—that juxtaposes 
Gil Scott-Heron’s proto-rap ‘Whitey on the 
Moon’ with clips of dissenters, including Kurt 
Vonnegut, objecting to the cost of the space 
program. What this brief glimpse of the 
outside world was meant to add to the film 
is unclear: Do Vonnegut and Scott-Heron 
have a point or not? What would Neil have 

to say about their arguments against space 
exploration? In a movie that’s usually so 
locked in to its hero’s point of view—never 
has a space epic featured this many tight 
close-ups—it feels strange for the camera 
to suddenly pull out to reveal a larger social 
landscape, then zoom back in again without 
our understanding why.”
– Dana Stevens, Slate [2018]
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Director ..................................Damien Chazelle
Screenplay ..........................................Josh Singer
Book ..........................................James R. Hansen

Ryan Gosling ............................ Neil Armstrong
Claire Foy ............................... Janet Armstrong
Jason Clarke ........................................ Ed White
Kyle Chandler .............................. Deke Slayton
Corey Stoll .......................................Buzz Aldrin
Patrick Fugit .......................................Elliot See
Christopher Abbott ........................Dave Scott
Ciarán Hinds ...................................Bob Gilruth
Olivia Hamilton .................................Pat White
Pablo Schreiber .............................James Lovell
Shea Whigham .............................. Gus Grissom
Lukas Haas .....................................Mike Collins
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