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 As I sat down on my couch and got ready to watch the film First Man, I was bubbling 

with excitement. The film’s director, Damien Chazelle, made the movie Whiplash, which is an 

all-time favorite of mine. Needless to say, I went into this film with relatively high expectations. 

As to whether or not it met those expectations is a question that will be answered by the end of 

this review. 

 One feature that distinguishes Chazelle’s take on man’s journey into space is a deliberate 

choice to spend time exploring the mundane aspects of being an astronaut. Often times in film 

and reality the job of an astronaut is seen as a glamorous one. It pays well, you’re surrounded by 

some of the smartest people in the world, and you get the relatively rare opportunity to leave the 

earth’s atmosphere and travel into the void of space. However, Chazelle does an excellent job of 

dispelling the glamour that seems to come hand in hand with being an astronaut. Though Neil’s 

house is more than suitable for him and his family, it’s nothing spectacular. Along the same 

lines, in spite of these astronaut’s great intelligence, there is still much for them to learn before 

they’re ready to travel to the moon. This fact provides the film with one of its few moments of 

levity when Ed White produces a look of exasperation upon seeing that the chapter in the book 

he’s responsible for studying is more than 600 pages long. Both of these examples serve the role 

of dispelling the public’s preconceptions about the lives of astronauts, but neither of them 

compares to the intensity with which Chazelle casts aside notions about actually going to space.  

 In other films, space travel is often depicted as a relatively fluid and smooth journey to 

the outskirts of the earth’s atmosphere, but Chazelle takes a decidedly different route. The film 

opens with Neil in the X15 while it is attached to the underside of another plane. You can hear 

the metal creaking against the immense pressure that it has to withstand. The sound of the wind 

slapping against the ship is deafeningly loud. As the X15 is released and it climbs higher into the 

sky, the exterior of the ship begins to burn red from the immense heat generated from traveling at 

these speeds while exiting the atmosphere. All of these factors work in tandem to show that 

Neil’s spot in the cockpit of this ship is not an enviable place to be in. This impression is further 

emphasized by the cinematographer’s decision to repeatedly utilize point of view shots from 

inside the cockpit. This decision makes the viewer feel like they’re the ones who are strapped 

into a plane traveling unimaginably fast, and that sensation is very distressing. The first time that 

I saw this scene I thought that Neil was dreaming because I couldn’t believe the pressure that he 



was forced to tolerate while traveling in the X15. But as we know, Neil was not dreaming, and 

this terrifying mission was only a taste of what he would experience when traveling to space in 

an actual rocket.  

 Chazelle does an excellent job of portraying the perils of traveling to space. All of the 

sensory details that the sound design and the cinematography of the film brought to the forefront 

in the X15 scene are immensely magnified once the astronauts are in a rocket. Though the rocket 

is much bigger than the X15, it does not provide the viewer with the impression that it’s safer. It 

creeks just like the experimental plane did, but now they also have a massive explosion taking 

place under them. Calling this journey a bumpy ride would be an understatement. The astronauts 

head are frantically thrown from side to side as the rocket makes it ascent, and the strained looks 

on their faces leave no room for interpretation about how they’re feeling. Although they have 

trained for this exact situation, there are some things that the human body just can’t get used to. 

The cinematographer’s decision to only shoot from within the command module throughout the 

ascent into space gives us an intimate look at how unpleasant this experience can be. We feel 

every shake and rattle that the astronauts have to endure, and by the time they make it to space 

we’re relieved not only for the astronauts’ safety, but also for a moment for us to catch our 

breath and recover from this nightmarish experience.  

 In spite of the technical mastery on display throughout the film and the gripping 

cinematography, the film does have its faults. Principally among them is Ryan Gosling’s stoic 

performance as Neil Armstrong. I’ve seen a number of Gosling’s other films, so I know for a fact 

that this issue did not stem from a lack of acting ability. Gosling has proven to be a fantastic 

actor time and time again. Taking that into account, it’s fair to assume that Gosling decided to 

portray Neil Armstrong in the fashion that he did because of input from the director or other 

members of the crew. Even if this is an accurate portrayal of Armstrong, I don’t think it was the 

right choice for this film. Any film based on a true story must take liberties in order to effectively 

tell a compelling a story, and Frist Man would’ve benefited greatly from a more emotional 

performance from Gosling. The most important aspect of any film is its characters and their 

ability to compel the audience to empathize with their journey. I found it very difficult to 

empathize with Armstrong in this film because he seemed so disconnected to everything 

happening around him. When he finds out that he’s been accepted into the Gemini program, he 

barely cracks a smile. When he returns home from the moon and sees his wife for the first time, 



any emotion that he shows is filtered through a screen of indifference. Thus, the movie 

inadvertently forces me to ask the question if Armstrong doesn’t seem to care about the 

monumental events taking place in his life, why should I? Another problem that stems from 

Gosling’s performance is the pacing of the film. Whenever the astronauts are in space or training 

for a mission, the film is riveting. But much of the film is spent exploring the relationship 

between Armstrong and his family. Though this choice could have paid off by making us care 

even more about Armstrong’s wellbeing when he’s in danger, the film fails to achieve this 

because Gosling’s performance prevents us from fully seeing how much Armstrong cares about 

his loved ones. Consequently, these family scenes tend to drag on, bringing the momentum of the 

film to a crawl until Armstrong returns to NASA.  

 Though I’m glad that I took the time to watch First Man, I don’t intend on adding it to 

my home collection. The visuals and the sound design of the film are breathtaking, and I have to 

commend the crew for crafting such an authentic, scary view of what going to space is like. 

Nevertheless, I couldn’t connect with Armstrong on an emotional level, and given that he is the 

protagonist of the film, this disconnect is a critical flaw.  


