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Abstract
In this work, | try to understand how the movements, attitudes, styles, and positions of the body in
representational artworks can be understood as gestures—that is, as moments that interrupt the
unfolding of narrative time and produce an interval. The interval is not merely a space that opens
up between two moments and then closes again, but rather, a rupture that transforms the nature of
the work’s temporal unfolding. | look closely at works by a handful of postwar French and
Francophone authors in order to better understand in what ways reading them with this concept of
gesture in mind allows us to untangle their political dimensions. Because gestures function as
moments that suspend narrative time and turn our attention toward what is in the interval, they are
able to draw power away from the precedence of action and its corresponding means—end logic.
The gesture then offers us a privileged conceptual toolkit with which to understand the relationship

between the formal innovations of these artists and what their works allow us to think.
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Introduction
Gesture, or “Remourir le mort”

In 1902 the poet Rainer Maria Rilke famously declared that Auguste Rodin’s sculpture Le
premier homme—a figure that would be reworked and renamed multiple times between 1840 and
1917—had given birth to gesture.! In his essay dedicated to Rodin’s body of work, Rilke
centralizes the concept of gesture, making of it the premier place of the artist’s modernism—his
unique form of questioning the existence of humanity as a frantic and feverish search for meaning.
The appearance of the gesture as such, importantly, does not merely evoke this questioning as a
search for unified meaning, but it unsettles these questions as an explosion of fragments that
proliferate endlessly. The birth of gesture, in other words, is for Rilke the unleashing of an infinite
number of gestures, the beginning of a “work of centuries.” The explosion of fragmentary sense
on the surface of Rodin’s sculptures unleashes new ways of making meaning out of and with the
human body; but, paradoxically, the proliferation of available readings coincides with a frustration
of readability provoked by a series of withdrawals.? The production involved in gesture is also a
stoppage, or a suspension; the birth of the gesture, in other words, produces a new relation not only
to the forces of life, but also to the forces of death.

My inquiry into gesture inserts itself into this interval between creation and suspension,
between the vitalist forces of life and the powers of death. In order to unfold the series of questions

around which this work will revolve, | will set up here a constellation of artists that demonstrate

! See: Rainer Maria Rilke, Rodin, trans. Jessie Lemont and Hans Transil, (London: Grey Wall Press, 1946).

2 The centralization of gesture in modernist art in its relation to the changing conceptions of the human body is a
theme that has been recently revivified by several authors working on dance.

See: Lucia Ruprecht, Gestural Imaginaries: Dance and Cultural Theory in the Early Twentieth Century (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2019); Juliet Bellow, “Hand Dance: Auguste Rodin’s Drawings of the Cambodian Royal
Ballet,” Art Bulletin 101, no. 3 (September 2019): p. 37-65; Megan Girdwood, Modernism and the Choreographic
Imagination (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2021); Emmelyn Butterfield-Rosen, Modern Art and the
Remaking of Human Disposition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021).



the different ways of putting gesture to work in the image. Rodin will be accompanied by the artist
Alberto Giacometti and the poet Jean Genet in a genealogy that traces the different ways in which
gesture, as the isolation of the work of forces in an image, is simultaneously a production and a
suspension, a repetition and a stoppage. The importance of death in relation to gesture is developed
through the unique relationship between Rodin and Giacometti’s use of gesture and is finally
isolated in Genet’s singular phrase “remourir le mort,” what I argue can be understood as gesture’s
tagline. The unlikely phrase evokes the knot of questions contained within the concept of gesture
as a problem of the relation between the unfolding of the work as an act of creative repetition that
contains a logical and a plastic excess; making the dead die again requires bringing them back to
life, bringing back their gestures in the interval between life and death where artistic creation puts
the body to work.

The ways in which Rodin’s vibrant, expressive forms rework the body could not seem more
antithetical to those elongated, emaciated, and overstretched limbs of Giacometti’s post-surrealist
figures. In Rodin’s work we discover, perhaps for the first time, the inexhaustible creativity of
bodily forces that refuse to submit themselves to a preestablished anatomical grid. Leo Steinberg
famously argued that Rodin’s body of work produced an expressive materiality never before seen
in the aesthetic field through its use of multiplication, fragmentation, and grafting.® Rodin, he
holds, sculpts a body made of a new type of matter—a matter that is insubordinate to permanence
and which forces the breakdown of naturalism in the visual arts. By sculpting forces, or what
Steinberg refers to as “clothing a motion in body,” Rodin created a repertoire of gestures, each of

which isolates the work of these forces in the sculpture.* The representational imperative that calls

% Leo Steinberg, “Rodin” in Other Criteria; Confrontations with Twentieth-century Art (London: Oxford University
Press, 1972), p. 322-403.
4 Steinberg, “Rodin,” p. 363.



upon the artist to recreate the world exactly, producing beauty through the will to truth, is replaced
by the necessity of a clear gesture. Rosalind Krauss underlines the ways in which this
“externalization of gesture” that can be read on the surface of the work—what | call the isolation
of the work of forces—signals a new relation between time and space. She writes, “meaning does
not precede experience but occurs in the process of experience itself.”® For Krauss, this is the true
meaning of Rodin’s revolution—an autonomy of the surface that places gesture, for the first time,
in a privileged position.

If Rodin’s figures (even in their death throes) are bursting with a creative life force freed
from the shackles of naturalism, Alberto Giacometti’s walking men and women, on the other hand,
seem to be traversed by the forces of death. Their bodies have been sapped and stretched to a point
just before they might disintegrate entirely—indeed Giacometti accidentally destroyed many of
his sculptures by working the material to its breaking point. It is strange, then, that Giacometti
began to obsessively sculpt these skeletal figures around the same time that he rediscovered
Rodin’s Balzac (1897) monument in 1945.% Krauss describes the monument to Balzac as a singular

exemplar of Rodin’s ability to “lodge meaning in the surface,” an effect produced—

Steinberg often uses the term “forces” in his text on Rodin, which he likens to a host of adjacent terms including
pressure, spatial turbulence, and energy. | understand these forces in the Deleuzian sense of the word, which is to
say in the ontological sense. Deleuze’s ontology of forces posits reality as a collection of “things” with no real
essence or permanence, troubling traditional dichotomies between essence and appearance, being and becoming, and
subject and object. The body, in particular, is dramatically redefined as a set of actions and reactions existing among
infinite processes of becoming. No longer the seat of an intending consciousness nor a rhetorical construction
buoyed along by a field of signifiers, the body is instead a set of percepts and affects in constant mutation—a
relation of forces.

®> Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (New York: The Viking Press, 1977), p. 30.

® Rodin had always been a major influence in Giacometti’s life, from the time he was a young boy learning painting
techniques from his father to the moment he entered la Grande Chaumiére in Paris in 1922 to study with Antoine
Bourdelle, one of Rodin’s most prolific students. While Giacometti always admired Rodin, it wasn’t until his post-
surrealist period, which accelerated after the end of the Second World War, that the former began modelling his
works off of the latter’s.

See: Catherine Chevillot and Catherine Grenier, “Giacometti Rodin, affinités plastiques” in Giacometti-Rodin,
(Zurich and Martigny: Prolitteris and Fondation Pierre Gianadda, 2019), p. 9.
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paradoxically—by swathing the writer’s body entirely in a dressing gown.” The body underneath
the cloak seems to be continuously remade through the writer’s invisible but recognized gesture
of holding it tightly to his body; his proud head, according to Rilke, sits atop his shoulders “like
those balls that dance on jets of water.”® “Wrapping his gown around him,” writes Krauss, “the
figure makes his writer’s body through that momentary, ephemeral arrangement of surface.”®
Giacometti, too, performed this long and strenuous surface-work in hopes of inscribing movement
in the figure.

Rodin’s influence on the post-surrealist, figurative sculptures that Giacometti obsessively
worked on until his death in 1966 can only be understood through the notion of a continuous
making (and unmaking) expressed in a singular, ephemeral gesture. The poet Jacques Dupin, a
friend of Giacometti’s, described the latter’s process of sculpting as one involving endless gestures
of struggle, a process of continuously reproducing an “abrupt and infinite birth” in an effort to
bring to presence a radical absence.'® Rodin and Giacometti shared this vision of the sculptor’s
vocation as a process of infinite making—something within the act of creation was a form of work
bound to (in both senses of the term) failure.

Moreover, both artists expressed working through this problem as a problem of
representation, though not in the traditional sense of the term. Rodin’s disruption of figuration
made representation into a problem of expression—of rethinking “faithfulness” to reality as a
question of time and affect. His love/hate relationship with photography bears witness to this
concern as an eminently historical one: Rodin personally oversaw the photographing of his works

and took a great interest in the new art form while maintaining that the photograph could not

" Krauss, Passages, p. 30.

8 Rilke, Rodin, p. 58.

% Krauss, Passages, p. 30.

10 Jacques Dupin, Giacometti: Three Essays, (New York: Black Square Editions, 2003).
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capture “le déroulement progressif du geste.”! Clearly Rodin’s criticism of photography’s
inherent incapacity to capture movement expresses a central concern with regard to his own
sculptural work: how to create a work that continuously renews the movement of gesture while
also freezing it in a recognizable form. Catherine Chevillot and Catherine Grenier, in an
introductory text to a recent exhibition on Rodin and Giacometti, summarize this shared concern
as an effort on the part of the artist to understand the work “...non comme un achévement, mais
comme un arrét sur image au sein d’un processus de renouvellement continu.”*?

The flipside of sculpture’s central aesthetic problem—that of creating an image that
captures but does not arrest the unfolding of time—can be found in the cinema.® Repetition and
stoppage—what Giorgio Agamben claims are the two “transcendental conditions of montage”—
represent the forces of “renouvellement continu” and “arrét sur image” at work in both Rodin and
Giacometti’s oeuvres.'* Reading with Agamben, we can understand the desire for a continued
renewal or reiteration as the work of restoring possibility to the past, not by remembering, but by
projecting possibility towards the past, by placing oneself in the past (in time). The unfolding of
time in Rodin’s sculptures, as evoked earlier by Krauss, is transformed here into something
different; time is no longer the unfolding of a series of instants before the beholder of the sculpture,
but rather what is offered up as an experience within which one might place oneself—a durée.
Alongside this renewed possibility is the other side of montage—the “arrét” or stoppage which

pulls the image or the body out of a “flux of meaning” and exhibits it “as such.”'® This is the

11 Auguste Rodin, Entretiens réunis par Paul Gsell (Paris: Grasset, 1911), p. 86.

12 Chevillot and Grenier, “Giacometti Rodin, affinités plastiques,” p. 11.

13 Krauss begins her entire reflection on narrative time and sculpture with a discussion of cinema, in particular the
dialectical montage of Eisenstein, with whom Rodin can be seen to institute a radical break.

14 See: Giorgio Agamben, “Difference and Repetition: On Guy Debord’s Films,” trans. Brian Holmes in Guy
Debord and the Situationist International: Texts and Documents, ed. Tom McDonough, (Cambridge: MIT Press,
2002), p. 313-319.

15 Agamben, “Difference and Repetition,” p. 316.
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gesture’s function of suspension, which does not suspend time, but rather introduces a disjunction
between means and ends. Rodin effectuates this radical break when he discards the anatomical
model and, along with it, the body whose whole is the sum of its parts and their various functions,
or the body whose gesture is a result and revelation of an inner structure. Instead, Rodin constructs
bodies and gestures that are opaque and unreadable according to what one already knows. The
measure of life, for Rodin, is this meaning that dances on the surface—an expression that disavows
an internal cause.®

In this structuralist interpretation we can observe how the gesture, as it isolates a relation
between force and form, turns the question of figuration away from representation and towards
production; just as the cinematographic image is not a re-presentation of reality, but rather the
creation of a new reality, the sculpture is not a failed mimesis of a bodily movement, but the
creation of meaning in time, meaning without cause.!” In Giacometti’s sculptures we observe how
the expressive body and its gestures of bearing something radically unknowable are taken to an
extreme—an extreme that threatens the medium itself, literally stretching it thin. There is no one
who expressed this creative force at work in Giacometti’s sculptures better than the poet Jean
Genet in his 1963 essay “L’Atelier d’Alberto Giacometti,” where the writer recounts his
experience sitting for hours on end in Giacometti’s studio while the former drew his portrait. The
narrative essay immediately transforms itself into a philosophical reflection on all of Giacometti’s
post-surrealist oeuvre, a reflection in which Genet will argue that Giacometti’s sculpted figures, in

their restless seizure of life, draw their powers from the dead.

16| follow Krauss here, who notes in her reading of Rodin the ways in which this meaning divorced from an internal
cause forces us up against “a wall of unintelligibility.”

Krauss, Passages, p. 26.

7 There is a slight equivocation at work here where “without cause” also refers to a Spinozist immanent cause—the
cause as an effect of one of its own effects.

See: A. Kiarina Kordela, $urplus: Spinoza, Lacan (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), p. 1.
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We must understand “the dead” here not thematically—though surely it is an important
theme that marked Giacometti’s life and work—Dbut ontologically. When Genet speaks about the
dead, he is referring to at least two different forms of “nothing”: the nothing that corresponds to
negativity (and can thus be situated on the dialectical side of gesture) and the nothing that
corresponds to becoming (the creative, Spinozist form of nothing). The nothing of negation or non-
being was dear to Genet’s master Sartre, while the nothing that falls beneath being but refuses
negativity—the logic of which can be captured in the image of a rotting corpse which continues
producing new sensations—represents all that which Sartre criticized in Genet’s work.'® While
some have commented that Giacometti’s walking men evoke death in a representative manner by,
for example, referring to the emaciated bodies of all those victims of the Shoah, Genet’s reading
offers up a radically different reading. The figures themselves are not dead; rather, they know
death intimately.'® Genet proclaims that, “Chaque statue semble reculer—ou en venir—dans une
nuit a ce point lointaine et épaisse qu’elle se confond avec la mort.”?° The statues both recoil from
and are in proximate relation to this far-off point that merges with death or the forces of nothing.

The relation to the dead—the nothing—that Genet draws up here is quite complex; on the
one hand there is the idea of the hollowness of all images, the statue’s struggle to “défaire” all
those “faux-semblants” accumulated in the image and show us the solitude of man; on the other
hand, beneath all these false images is yet another image, the image of a secret, original “blessure”
that continues working in the present. But what unsettles these first two functions of the image,

and yet appears alongside them, is Genet’s claim that every artwork (and presumably it is

18 See: Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet, Comédien et Martyr (Paris: Gallimard,1952).

19« elles connaissent enfin la mort, car trop de vie est tassée en elles.”

Jean Genet, “L’atelier d’Alberto Giacometti” in Oeuvres complétes de Jean Genet; IV (Paris: Gallimard, 1979), p.
57.

2 Genet, “L’atelier,” p. 62.
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Giacometti’s works that demonstrate this) offers itself not up to the living, but rather to the dead:
“...que tout oeuvre d’art...doit descendre les millénaires, rejoindre s’il se peut I’immémoriale nuit
peuplée de morts qui vont se reconnaitre dans cette oeuvre.”?! Only here does it become clear that,
for Genet, “the dead” are not really dead—rather, they constitute the virtual workings of the
immemorial, or what is without re-memorable origin. So, Giacometti’s works have put us in touch
with, on the one hand, a negative origin and, on the other hand, an immemorial force that is not
the past being remembered in the present, but rather, the present’s being constituted by a series of
virtual (unactualized) images. Giacometti’s works, in other words, offer us both a hollow image
and an image of becoming—two versions of nothing.

These two versions of nothing that make up the image can be grasped formally in the
gesture. In other words, the gesture allows for a reading that disavows “content” and yet attends
to all that can only be grasped up close, which is what is in-between words or in-between images.
In an earlier text, Genet offers us another spectacular image of the dead that encapsulates the logic
of the gesture: the image of the funeral mime. He writes:

Avant qu’on enterre le mort, qu’on porte jusqu’au devant de la scéne le cadavre dans son
cercueil; que les amis, les ennemis et les curieux se rangent dans la partie réservée au public;
que le mime funé¢bre qui précédait le cortége se dédouble, se multiplie; qu’il devienne troupe
théatrale et qu’il fasse, devant le mort et le public, remourir le mort.(Genet 111 p. 17).

When Genet evokes the image of the funeral mime “replaying” the life and death of the
deceased before the corpse and a crowd of mourners, he is not being metaphorical. He is
nevertheless hinting at something beyond what this empirical experience might look like; the
presence of the corpse is necessary for theater because theater is not a representation, but a

production. It needs something from which to draw its powers of creation, and only the dead—in

their immemorial quality—can provide this power of multiplicity and “dédoublement.” Only the

2L Genet, “L’atelier,” p. 43.
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rotting corpse can provide the necessary energy for the theatrical troupe to “remourir le mort.”
This strange phrase must then refer to drawing upon the powers of the dead to create a series of
images, a series of gestures that formalize the relations of at least two “types” of forces—the forces
of the absent origin (the wound) and the forces of becoming. For Genet, what is in-between images
or in-between theatrical masks is this force of multiplicity at work in every image, every gesture
whether on stage or immobilized in the plaster of a statue.

And Rodin? Are the forces of multiplicity at work in the “vitalist” sculptor those of life or
of death? At the end of his essay on Rodin, Steinberg recounts a visit to the sculptor’s studio at
Meudon with artist and friend Jean Tinguely in the summer of 1962. Observing Rodin’s 1880
bronze statue “Adam,” Steinberg attempts to mimic the gesture of the figure’s twisted, outstretched
arm, wondering if Rodin drew inspiration for this arm “with its extended, quivering index” from
Michelangelo’s fresco of the Creation of Man.?? But after experiencing the extreme powerlessness
that the gesture imposed upon him, Steinberg supposes that “it must be an ancient indicator of
death,” and concludes the inspiration to be Christ’s pronated arm in Michelangelo’s Florentine
Pieta.?? Tinguely agrees with him, proclaiming that the gesture is not one of work, sport, or love:
“ce n’est pas dans la vie.”?* Clearly there is something at work in Adam’s twisted arm that gives
life and yet is not of life; here we may recall that for Deleuze what repeats in repetition is life
(Eros), while what gives this repetition to life is death (Thanatos). The death drive is not a negative
force that works against life and all its vitality, but rather a transcendental principle that determines

the openness of subjectivity as an affirmative and creative form of repetition.?®

22 Steinberg, “Rodin,” p. 402.

23 Steinberg, “Rodin,” p. 402.

24 Steinberg, “Rodin,” p. 403.

25 The forces of life and death, in other words, are both on the side of Thanatos: “Erds et Thanatos se distinguent en
ceci qu’Erds doit étre répété, ne peut étre vécu que dans la répétition, mais que Thanatos (comme principe
transcendantal) est ce qui donne la répétition a Erds, ce qui soumet Erds a la répétition.

See : Gilles Deleuze, Différence et Répétition (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1968), p. 29.
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The Rodin-Giacometti-Genet constellation that has been set up here unfolds a series of
questions that outline the singularity of gesture as | will try to understand it in this dissertation.
Gesture, as the isolation of the work of forces in an image, is simultaneously a production and a
suspension, a repetition and a stoppage. It is the place of time in the image, and therefore
conceptually it shows us how every problem or question we might have in relation to an image is
a problem or question that relates to cinema. Finally, the gesture is related to the two forms of
nothing so brilliantly offered up by Genet—negativity and becoming. There where one bears
nothing—where one bears the unbearable—a gesture emerges.

To read these gestures, | argue, is to begin to unearth the political stakes of the artworks in
question. As suspension of a means-end paradigm, what gesture arrests—or at least slows down
to a zero-degree movement—is the exhaustion of potentiality in actuality, the instrumentalism of
a politics of appropriation and realization.?® Rodin’s sculptures do this by disactivating the
anatomical grid that assigns every body part its organic function; the works thereby free up the
non-organic, expressive body whose parts at once retain their potential not-to and explore new
potentials that have nothing to do with function. A new subject is born, a non-cognitive subject
with no internal cause; might the subject of the unconscious not also be called the subject of
gesture?

And yet, on the other hand, the productive side of the gesture that links it to becoming
disavows this subject as soon as it arises. Becoming stays on the level of the pre-individual, the

virtual, or the immemorial, and offers up political possibilities only insofar as these can never be

% Agamben has reinvested this Aristotelian thematic and centralized it in his critique of Western politics, most
notably in the Homo Sacer series. In the first of the nine volumes that make up the project, Agamben declares:
“Until a new and coherent ontology of potentiality (beyond the steps that have been made in this direction by
Spinoza, Schelling, Nietzsche, and Heidegger) has replaced the ontology founded on the primacy of actuality and its
relation to potentiality, a political theory freed from the aporias of sovereignty remains unthinkable.”

See: Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen, (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 44.
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identified with a subject who seeks to represent themselves to power. In Genet’s words, “An art
that is at the service of the revolution is in danger of becoming entirely at the service of the political
power of the revolution.”?” The uselessness of art proves to be ultimately “of use” to a
revolutionary politics precisely by not serving its purpose directly. Politically engaged art must
call for the revolution to extract itself from the power that it wields, resisting the inevitable
exaltation of revolutionary power by preserving within itself (within the artwork) the betrayal of

that power.

Methodology

My project inserts itself into the burgeoning field of scholarship on the concept of gesture,
a field constituted in the interstices of Film and Media Studies, Comparative Literature,
Anthropology, and Philosophy. | consider much of this scholarship to divide itself into two
“camps”’: on the one hand, a group of scholars holds close to Walter Benjamin’s elaboration of
gesture, a concept developed in close relation to the theater of Bertolt Brecht that has recently been
intellectually reinvested and resuscitated by Giorgio Agamben.?® | lump these scholars into the
dialectical camp, so named in reference to Benjamin’s reading of the dialectical materialism

developed by Marx. Benjamin’s last text—On the Concept of History—offers us a striking image

27 Jean Genet, "The Palestinians" in Journal of Palestine Studies 3, no. 1 (1973): p. 34.

28 See: Sam Weber, “Citability—of Gesture” in Benjamin’s -abilities (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008),
p. 95-114; Vilem Flusser, Gestures, trans. Nancy Ann Roth, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014);
Jeff Wall, “Gestus” in Selected Interviews and Essays (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2007), p. 85; Sartre,
Saint Genet; Georges Didi-Huberman, L image survivante: Histoire de l’art et temps des fantomes selon Aby
Warburg, (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 2002); Asbjgrn Grgnstad, Henrik Gustafsson, and @yvind Vagnes (eds.),
Gestures of Seeing in Film, Video, and Drawing (New York: Routledge, 2017); Pasi Véliaho, Mapping the Moving
Image: Gesture, Thought, and Cinema circa 1900 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010).

Another group of authors tackles gesture in a more straightforwardly anthropological way, relying upon
phenomenological and historical approaches.

See: Yves Citton, Gestes d’humanités: Anthropologie sauvage de nos expériences esthétiques (Paris: Arman Colin,
2012); André Leroi-Gourhan, Technique et Langage (Le geste et la parole, vol. 1) (Paris: Albin Michel, 1964);
Leroi-Gourhan, La Mémoire et les rythmes (Le geste et la parole, vol. 2) (Paris: Albin Michel, 1965).
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of dialectical materialism that differs from almost every other Marxian interpretation. | follow
Slavoj Zizek’s brilliant exegesis of Benjamin’s theses on history which exposes, in particular, the
relationship between historical materialism and the materialism of the signifier in Lacan. Zizek
writes:
What specifies historical materialism — in contrast to the Marxist doxa according to which we
must grasp events in the totality of their interconnection and in their dialectical movement — is
its capacity to arrest, to immobilize historical movement and to isolate the detail from its
historical totality.?°
The dialectical gesture is precisely the immobilization and arresting of a detail that, pulling this
detail out of the historical totality, also snatches it from the present and allows it to be redeemed
in the past. The redeemability of the gesture is intimately linked to its citability, or its ability to
disrupt action and context while at the same time fixing or framing detail in a form.

On the other hand, another group theorizes gesture through a more Spinozist materialism,
most notably Deleuze in Cinéma 2.2° As we saw above in Deleuze’s interpretation of the death
drive, even the forces of Thanatos are linked to a creative vitalism in which the body’s substance
is not split from the rest of Being. There is no substance called jouissance which would originate
negatively in the signifier. The body is thus not an expression of something “real” in the sense of
Lacan’s impossible or lacking real, but rather an expression of affects or forces that traverse it like
those sculpted by Rodin—the flow of matter which constitutes the body is shaped by these forces,
pointing towards an alternative version of form-giving. These two versions of materialism—one

which considers gesture in relation to an absent origin, or a certain negativity, and another which

2 Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (New York: Verso, 1989), p. 155.

% Here we might also place Steinberg’s and Rilke’s readings of Rodin in the works I cite above, as well as the
following authors: Eugenie Brinkema, The Forms of the Affects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); Gilles
Chatelet, Les enjeux du mobile: Mathématique, physique, philosophie (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1993); Jacques
Ranciére, Adisthesis: Scénes du régime esthétique de I'art (Paris: Editions Galilée, 2011); Philippe Roy, Trouer la
membrane: penser et vivre la politique par des gestes (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2012).
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renounces the question of the origin along with negativity—are supported by different (subjective)
forms. One version of the subject stands in relation to an object, derived from (but not necessarily
faithful to) the phenomenological tradition, while the other—the Spinozist—betrays this subject-
object relation and moves on towards a subject-less becoming. What they have in common, of
course, is the hypothesis of an other subject and an other body—a gestural body—»beyond the
empirical and the cognitive, which is to say in step with the discursive effects of the scientific
revolution.3!

I have briefly outlined the general philosophical stakes of these different theorizations to
better situate my twofold methodological wager; on the one hand, in a broad sense, the true critical
power of gesture emerges only when it is placed in the interval between the dialectical and the
Spinozist camps; on the other hand, the originality of this reframing of gesture can be demonstrated
in my readings of particular gestures in VVarda, Akerman, Genet, and Bresson. The postwar gestural
obsession, however, can only be read under the sign of its cultural precursor—modernism’s initial
imposition of the concept of gesture as a category for understanding “life,” another modern
invention. The emergence of theories of gesture at the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth is directly linked to anthropological and psychological concerns with
defining, categorizing, and, ultimately, controlling human life. Charles Darwin’s Expression of the
Emotions in Man and Animals and Wilhelm Wundt’s Volkerpsychologie are paradigmatic

examples of a growing interest in the identification and classification of life through an

81 «For the non-identical subject of the unconscious, Freud and Lacan argued that it could be discovered only under
the conditions and within the horizon of the modern scientific revolution. This means that the subject of modern
politics is the subject of modern science, and while politics grounded on the economic and legal abstractions repeats
the capitalist rejection of this negative subjectivity, communist politics would have to start from the practical
mobilisation and organisation of the subject that Marx isolated in his science of value.”

Samo Tomsic¢, The Capitalist Unconscious: Marx and Lacan (New York, Verso, 2015), p. 233.
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understanding of the interplay of biological and symbolic forces.®? These paved the way for
“cultural scientist” Aby Warburg’s more dissident Mnemosyne Atlas, an unfinished project, carried
out in the 1920s, composed of sixty-three image panels in which the historian attempted to map
out a theory of pathosformel, or pathos formula.®® Warburg grouped images together by gesture
rather than by historical period, breaking open the continuum of chronological historical time in
order to create an iconography of human gestures and understand the relevance of their expression
in images.3*

Around the same time that Warburg was compiling his Atlas, Benjamin was attempting to
radicalize Husserl’s phenomenological reduction by imagining a “sphere of total neutrality” in
which man is neither subject nor object of experience. It wasn’t until Benjamin’s later writings,
in the 1930s, that he would explicitly foreground the notion of gesture in his work on Brecht’s epic
theater.3 In these essays, Benjamin defines the Brechtian gesture as a movement that suspends
and interrupts the action of the play. Importantly, however, the gesture also interrupts itself, and it
is precisely this self-interrupting quality that bestows upon the gesture its citability and thus its
“latent possibility of becoming-other, of being transported elsewhere.”” 1t is thus the gesture’s

suspending character, its interruption of its own expression, that relates it to all of Benjamin’s

32 Charles Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
[1872] 2013); Wilhelm Wundt, Elements of Folk Psychology: Outlines of a Psychological History of the
Development of Mankind, trans. Edward Leroy Schaub, (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1916).

33 Aby Warburg, Bilderatlas Mnemosyne, The Original, eds. Roberto Ohrt and Axel Heil, (Berlin and London: Haus
der Kulturen der Welt and The Warburg Institute, 2020).

See also: Roberto Ohrt and Axel Heil, Aby Warburg, Bilderatlas Mnemosyne Commentary Volume (Berlin, Haus der
Kulturen der Welt, 2020).

34 Warburg sums up his project in the following terms: “The question is: What is the genesis of spoken or pictorial
expressions, by what feelings point of view, conscious or unconscious, are they preserved in the archive of memory,
and are there laws by which they are set down and force their way out again? Aby M. Warburg, ‘‘Memories of a
Journey through the Pueblo Region’” (unpublished notes) (1923) reproduced in Philippe-Alain Michaud, Aby
Warburg and the Image in Motion, trans. Sophie Hawkes, (New York: Zone Books, 2004), p. 313.

35 Walter Benjamin. “On the Program of the Coming Philosophy” in Selected Writings Vol. 1, trans. Mark Ritter, Ed.
Michael W. Jennings, (Cambridge: Belknap Press, [1918] 2004), p. 100-110.

3 Walter Benjamin. Understanding Brecht, (New York: Verso, 2003).

37 Weber, “Citability,” p. 103.
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earlier work which sought out a realm of expressionlessness, the equivalent of a pure language
which expresses nothing but its own communicability. I understand this interrupting quality of the
gesture to bestow it with the characteristic of inhabiting the interval, in a space that is decidedly
between two things.

If Benjamin’s analysis of Brecht’s gestus can be read as inserting itself into an intellectual
trajectory beginning perhaps as early as his essay “On Language as Such and on the Language of
Man,” then for him, gesture is always, either directly or indirectly, about language.® We could say
the same of Agamben, who, in his essay “Notes on Gesture,” argues that at the end of the
nineteenth century the European bourgeoisie undergoes a crisis of gesture which inscribes itself in
cinema via chronophotography. Cinematographic images register human movement, making them
both tools of the capture and control of human life through the body and sites of latent potentiality
where a dynamis has remained intact, a force capable of breaking open historical time and giving
us back experience, memory, and movement that were thought to be irremediably lost. Agamben’s
argument is profoundly optimistic in that it argues for the latent potentiality of all cinematographic
images, however, it suffers from a generalizing impulse that prevents the conceptual framework
from being used to read any one image in particular (or even one film) and a compulsion towards
the linguistic that blinds the theory of image-as-gesture to a consideration of the body as anything
other than an expression of “man’s linguistic being.”3® On the other hand, in more contemporary

works such as The Use of Bodies, the last installment of the Homo Sacer series, Agamben draws

38 Walter Benjamin, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” in Selected Writings Vol. 1, trans.
Edmund Jephcott, ed. Michael W. Jennings, (Cambridge: The Belknap Press, [1916] 1996), p. 62-74.

39 1t is in this sense that Agamben undoubtedly belongs to the dialectical camp, despite the fact that he cites
Deleuze’s cinema books in the gesture essay. His understanding of images as “mobile cuts” stops short of situating
his argument in the Spinozist camp because it criticizes something that, for Deleuze, is a false problem: the
extraction of movement from bodies. For Deleuze, bodies are already corrupted movement in the sense that they
institute a becoming-substantive or a “privileged” image on the plane of immanence. Cinema gives us two distinct
possible forms of images: those that remain tied to these privileged centers of perception and those that radically
break with them and allow us to encounter the absolute outside of thought.
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nearer to theorizing the gesture beyond the linguistic by treating it as an auto-affection inhering in
particular movements such as that of walking.*® Nevertheless, he remains faithful to the dialectical
camp, where (de)subjectivization always takes place in relation to the signifier and the negativity
it institutes.
Gesture in Deleuze’s Time-image

On the other side of materialism—where | locate the Spinozist Deleuze—stands a different
notion of gesture and a different definition of the interval. I argue that one of the main neglected
takeaways from Deleuze’s cinema philosophy is the importance it claimed for gesture in modern
cinema. The radicality of this claim must, however, be situated within the broader context of
Deleuze’s main interventions in Cinéma 1 and Cinéma 2, interventions that made a radical break
with the French school of the 1980s, where the phenomenology of André Bazin and the
“psychoanalytic” film theory of Christian Metz were dominant.*! Deleuze rejects both the
phenomenological view that the cinematic experience is one that can be related to a central,
subjective point, and the presupposition that images are dialectical productions that take place in
relation to the signifier. Instead, he posits that cinematic images instantiate a radically new form
of perception that is decentered and detached from a subject—perception emerges independently
of a subject’s look and is, following Henri Bergson, in the things themselves. The result is that
cinematic images are not representative, but creative; images are not the means by which subjects

might think differently, they are already the forms of this different thought. The classification of

40 Giorgio Agamben, The Use of Bodies, trans. Adam Kotsko, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016).

41 | agree with authors like Joan Copjec and Todd McGowan who have argued that Metz and the subsequent Screen
school were not properly psychoanalytic in the sense that they exclusively relied upon Lacanian writings on the
mirror stage and the imaginary order. This led them to theorize the screen as a mirror and an ideological apparatus
that traps the subject in the imaginary.

See: Joan Copjec, “The Orthopsychic Subject: Film Theory and the Reception of Lacan,” October 49, (Summer,
1989): p. 53-71.

Todd McGowan, Psychoanalytic Film Theory and The Rules of the Game (New York: Bloomsbury, 2015).
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cinema’s images into two categories—the movement-image and the time-image—is a way of
taking stock of how these radical effects of cinema were put to work in two different historical
regimes.

In the first volume, Deleuze elaborates a taxonomy of the first historical regime—that of
classical cinema and the movement-image. He argues that the movement-image constructs
chronological narratives that subordinate time to action through a certain relation between framing
and montage. The dispersed perception in the image attaches itself to action and is reorganized
into a Whole that presents itself indirectly through montage, making time dependent on movement
as a measure of distance covered. The narratives of classical cinema correspond to this particular
functioning of the movement-image because they present us with a philosophical idea of time,
history, and representation centered on action. A classic Hollywood example of this image regime
is the musical Swing Time, where dance—even if it threatens to show movements of the body
disconnected from any goal—is always reigned in under the sign of a love plot that must come to
its neat and predictable resolution. The time-image, on the other hand, presents time directly to the
viewer, and coincides with the emergence of films with non-narrative tendencies, stories about
people who don’t react to or strive against the unfolding of a series of significant events, but simply
bear the weight and consequence of the ordinary non-events of everyday life. This direct
presentation of time occurs because time is no longer subordinated to action. The interval between
perception and action, or action and reaction—what Bergson calls a “centre d’indétermination”—

is no longer excluded from the image, but is included within it.42

42 «Sj les étres vivants constituent dans ’univers des ‘centre d’indétermination,’ et si le degré de cette
indétermination se mesure au nombre et a 1’élévation de leurs fonctions, on congoit que leur seule présence puisse
équivaloir a la suppression de toutes les parties des objets auxquelles leurs fonctions ne sont pas intéressées.”
See: Henri Bergson, Matiére et mémoire: Essai sur la relation du corps a ’esprit (Paris: Presses universitaires de
France, [1896] 2012), p. 33.
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It is precisely because the irrational interval is no longer excluded from the image that the
gesture takes on a new importance in modern cinema. Exemplary of this tendency, Varda’s time-
image foregrounds female characters that stroll aimlessly, in films like La pointe courte (1955),
Cléo de 5 a 7 (1962), and Murs Murs (1980). The female walker takes the place of the nineteenth
century flaneur, establishing for women a newfound freedom of movement that corresponds with
the possibility of encountering unrecognizable phenomena in the postwar European city and
beyond.*® Deleuze summarizes the radical shift that the time-image initiates towards the beginning
of Cinéma 2 where he writes:

Or, dés les premiéres apparences, il se passe autre chose dans le cinéma dit moderne : non

pas quelque chose de plus beau, de plus profond ni de plus vrai, mais quelque chose d’autre.

C’est que le schéme sensori-moteur ne s’exerce plus, mais n’est pas davantage dépassé,

surmonté. Il est brisé du dedans. C’est-a-dire que les perceptions et les actions ne

s’enchainent plus, et que les espaces ne se coordonnent plus ni se remplissent. Des

personnages, pris dans des situations optiques et sonores pures, se trouvent condamnés a

I’errance ou a la balade. Ce sont de purs voyants, qui n’existent plus que dans I’intervalle

de mouvement, et n’ont méme pas la consolation du sublime, qui leur ferait rejoindre la

matiere ou conquérir 1’esprit. Ils sont plutdt livrés a quelque chose d’intolérable, qui est
leur quotidienneté méme.**
In describing the conceptual reversal at stake in the postwar cinematic, Deleuze draws up a relation

between the interval, the unbearable, and everydayness. Once perception is no longer organized

around a stable, central point of view from which movement can be measured, the subject is no

43 At first glance it would seem that the logic of Benjamin’s dialectical image and its principle of montage would run
counter to the virtual temporality (direct image of time) offered up in the time-image; indeed, for Deleuze, montage
(understood dialectically) is only capable of presenting time as subordinate to movement and as such is connected to
a conception of organic unity and faith in History as change produced through (collective) action. On the other hand,
both the flaneur and the walker embody new modes of perception within unrecognizable social spaces: while
Deleuze’s time-image voyant (the word emphasizes both voyaging and seeing) perceives the perpetual bifurcation of
the present into virtual and actual (in crystals of time), Benjamin’s Ur-figures of modernity are dialectical images
that seek “to educate the image-creating medium within us to see dimensionally, stereoscopically, into the depths of
the historical shade.” Both figures, in other words, embody a mode of perception that allows one to see better,
whether into the depths of history or on the surface of a plane of immanence.

The quote above is originally from the poet, historian, and translator Rudolf Borchard who Benjamin cites multiple
times in his Arcades Project.

See: Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 1989), p. 292.

* Gilles Deleuze, Cinéma 2: L’image-temps (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1985), p. 58.
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longer pragmatically oriented towards life (that is, oriented towards recognition, understanding,
and action). A de-centered form of perception emerges in the place of the subject, embodying the
breakages of the sensorimotor schema much liked Freud’s crystal thrown to the floor. The
disconnected, emptied-out spaces of the image teeming with perceptions that are not yet connected
to actions become linked together through a gesture—the gesture produced in the balade. There is
thus a direct relation between being condemned to errancy in the interval and needing to invent a
new gesture that will relink perceptions in novel ways.

Importantly, Deleuze’s account of the changes that emerge in postwar cinema takes as its
point of departure the images themselves rather than historical determinations of postwar Europe.
Consequently, the walker can be considered first and foremost in relation to the “nouvelle forme
de réalit¢” brought forth by the formal innovations of postwar cinema, beginning with Italian
neorealism. Deleuze refuses to submit his analysis of these changes to any causal, historical logic,
referring instead, rather ambiguously, to a “...nouvel élément faisant irruption, qui allait empécher
la perception de se prolonger en action pour la mettre en rapport avec la pensée.”* Instead of
trying to decipher this new element, Deleuze focuses on tracking the effects of its irruption into
postwar films themselves, constructing a taxonomy of images and their signs. The proliferation
of characters who walk or wander through the city can then be understood in relation to attentive
perception, a new form of perception arising in the time-image that neither reflects the world nor

links back to a center of subjectivity, but rather ceaselessly returns to the object, provoking “une

4 Deleuze does, of course, evoke the ontological crisis brought on by World War Two as an event that
fundamentally changed cinema’s potential. But he does not make any causal arguments about these historical events
and the changes undergone by cinematic images.

See: Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 8.
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expansion simultanée de la mémoire et de la connaissance de la réalité, de la matiére et de
esprit.”46

The problem thus shifts, in Deleuze’s account, from a historical or social context as the
origin of cinematic “content” towards an understanding of the image as a reality (both actual and
virtual, that is, insisting in the actual but not given in it) that makes new forms of thought possible.
Much like Benjamin’s flaneur, whose shift in perception opens up an alternative temporality
lodged in the interval between past and present, or between individual and collective history,
Deleuze’s walker perceives the virtual dimension of existence within which the preservation of the
past (memory) surges forth as it meets the present moment that passes on.*’

While Deleuze was interested in giving a rather exhaustive taxonomy of all the effects of
this radical new mode of putting images to work, I am more interested in the power and singularity
of individual gestures that unfold new dimensions of the problematics of the time-image. If
walking is one gesture that formalizes the unbinding force of the interval, then there must be others,
other figures that embody this force in differing configurations.*® By associating specific gestures
or clusters of gestures with individual works, | seek to better understand how particular modes of
image making, writing, and performing dramatize the philosophical problem of gesture in specific

political and historical contexts. Situating my inquiring between the dialectical thinkers of gesture

and Deleuze’s understanding of the concept allows me to grasp what it is that is “given back” in

46 Paola Marrati, Gilles Deleuze: Cinéma et philosophie (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 2003), p. 91.

47« _.c’est I’opération la plus fondamentale du temps...Il faut que le temps se scinde en méme temps qu’il se pose
ou se déroule : il se scinde en deux jets dissymétriques don’t I’un fait passer tout le present, et don’t I’autre conserve
tout le passé.”

See: Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 109.

48 My focus on gesture can be compared to a recent surge in studies on embodiment in the field of History, Cultural
Studies, and Sociology. This body of literature, which is adjacent to studies on affect, seeks to account for the body
in language-centric fields by turning to cognitive models of the subject and the body-brain connection. | offer
gesture as an alternative concept for thinking the relation between language and the body that refutes the cognitive
model because it forecloses upon the possibility of both a subject of the unconscious or a (non) subject of becoming.
See: Lisa Blackman, Immaterial Bodies: Affect, Embodiment, Mediation (Los Angeles: Sage, 2012).
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the gesture and what it is that is being created or is radically new. It is only from this privileged
theoretical position—my unique position of critique—that I can elucidate the political stakes of
gesture in these works. The political (non) subject that is attached to these different configurations
of gesture emerges at the limit between the openness of an unlimited becoming and an attachment
to what one was or will have been—between the necessity of difference and the temptation of
messianism. Here it is not a matter of simply understanding what repeats in repetition—whether it
be an originary negativity or a creative force of difference/life. Rather, it is about understanding
how this repetition takes on a (bodily) form and places itself in a world within which certain
possibilities take shape.

In attempting to respond to this “how,” the work of the dissertation diachronically (that is,
in each chapter) performs three functions, each of which outlines a new contribution to the
scholarship. First, I re-read a carefully chosen constellation of postwar French and Francophone
works through the gestural framework | have set up, one which attunes my readings to
understudied aspects of the works in question, namely: a desubjectivizing feminist politics in
Varda; transference of fatigue in Akerman; Genet’s politics of race and theatricality; and Bresson’s
ethical foregrounding of the symptom. Second, | create a dialogue between the dialectical thinkers
of gesture, represented by Agamben, and Deleuze’s Spinozist understanding of the concept. In
doing so I turn to psychoanalytical concepts like transference, drive, and symptom, which help me
to unpack the significance of gesture as a term that lodges itself between language and the body.
Third, I elucidate the specific political stakes of gesture in these works, arguing for what | believe
to be a more radical interpretation of their politics. As it operates a suspension of all means-end
paradigms, the gesture also suspends goal-oriented action and the utilitarian politics attached to it.

On the other hand, as it embodies the unbinding force of a limitless becoming, the gesture does
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something more than simply suspend—it creates something new, a new linkage, a new form, or a

new thought.

Chapter descriptions

The dissertation is divided into four chapters, each of which addresses a single work
through close reading. While such an approach remains limited in that it does not facilitate making
more general claims about the authors | study—since | focus on individual works rather than entire
oeuvres—I maintain that this form of close reading is necessary when working at the level of the
gesture. Because my inquiry addresses the question of how what repeats itself in (bodily) repetition
gets repeated, a slow working-through of the gestural movements, scenes, and figures of these
works is useful when trying to grasp their meanings. | presuppose that every gesture draws up a
meaningful relation to both the gestural category to which it belongs (walking, the domestic, ritual,
theft) and to a certain declination of the concept of gesture in general. Reading the gesture—what
always contains something unreadable—therefore requires not a neat separation and classification
of these different levels, but rather an intuitive, immersive style in which the reader situates herself
in the interval rather than outside of it. The productive tensions that arise there allow for new
readings to emerge that cut across these different levels of meaning, opening up new lines of
questioning that dialogue with existing readings. This dialogue, however, is not without critical
determination; my readings do make claims, and these claims are made in the hope of countering
existing readings that misread in the sense that they foreclose upon the political and ethical
potential of the works in question. At the same time, the claims that | make for each work depend
upon the conceptual framework that guides my reading, a framework which is unstable and

constantly changing. What remains constant throughout is my presupposition that gesture is the
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site of a simultaneous production and suspension that emerges in the interval. Gesture maps a
relation to the outside and thereby gives us the possibility to think something new, the very
prerequisite of politics. In each chapter, this setup guides my reading and allows for the emergence
of a parallel concept (becoming, transference, ritual, and symptom) which momentarily stabilizes
the ambiguity of gesture and grounds my argument.

In my first chapter, “Walking in the New Wave: Agnés Varda’s Promeneuses,” I reread
Agnés Varda’s quintessential film Cléo de 5 & 7, arguing that Varda constructs a novel relation
between movement and time in the image through the repeated gesture of walking. A most banal,
everyday movement, walking is transformed into a gesture when Varda constructs a world in
which it is no longer instrumental, a means of getting from point A to point B. She performs this
magical shift via structural—that is, cinematographic—inventions, using her camera to create a
perception in the image that is dispersed rather than centered. Cléo as promeneuse thereby shows
us what Deleuze only hinted at in Cinéma 2—the part to be played by the feminine in the time-
image, specifically in the new cinema of bodies for which VVarda was clearly a pioneer. The female
walker steps in(to) the interval and remains in relation to it, opening onto a vision of the subject as
a figure of becoming rather than of identification.

Before Deleuze wrote Cinéma 2, Varda had already reinvented the gesture for cinema. In
the postwar cultural-theoretical landscape where the category of the everyday was being recast as
both the place of the production of modern ideology and a space of political potential, Varda’s
Cléo makes a unique feminist intervention. She reconstructs the everyday as a series of
disconnected spaces linked together anew by the interval of walking, the space where the feminine
subject had previously fallen out of the image but now steps back in—she is granted a space, a

gesture. The woman does not, however, appropriate this space in the image, for it remains—Ilike
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the gesture as Agamben defines it—radically inappropriable. Rather, she positions herself there,
in a space of becoming, where dis-identification with one’s self makes possible the emergence of
something new. Cléo thus constructs a radical feminist politics, a practice of what Linda Zerilli
calls “abyssal freedom” that escapes the instrumentalist impasse (action) only by grounding itself
in the subject's becoming (gesture).*® In Cléo, | argue, this abyss of freedom is in the interval, and
Varda makes it available to us via a radical cinematic retooling of the gesture of walking.

In my second chapter, entitled “Dying Inside: Gesture and Exhaustion in Chantal
Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce, 1080, Bruxelles,” I argue that Akerman’s
emblematic film is about reclaiming the cruelty of the body—the exhausted female body that, at
the limits of the bearable, begins to put fatigue to work differently. This other type of work is what
works against housework in the images of Akerman’s female protagonist Jeanne, who remains
trapped in a stifling frame in which the unplanned eruption of the interval in her routine becomes
unbearable. Building upon the existing scholarship, | argue that Akerman achieves this radical
perceptual shift through a set of meticulous cinematographic strategies that enact a simultaneous
hyperrealization and de-dramatization of the image. But I also diverge from these readings insofar
as I propose that the primary effect of Akerman’s structural choices is a form of cinematic
transference in which exhaustion bleeds across the screen, moving in between Jeanne and the
viewer. This transference allows for the viewer to become attuned to the proliferation of gestures
in the image rather than seeking to know something about the fantasy that supports Jeanne’s desire.
Transference here is thus linked to a movement away from fantasy and towards gesture, an
unbridled transference that destitutes the sujet supposé savoir and works against the cure, against

the neurotic guilt of the Oedipal subject and for “schizophrenic cruelty.”°

49 See: Linda M.G. Zerilli, Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005).
50 Aaron Schuster, The Trouble with Pleasure: Deleuze and Psychoanalysis (Cambridge, MIT Press, 2016), p. 173.
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In my third chapter, “Ravaged Rites: The Gesture Gone Astray in Jean Genet’s Les
Negres,” I examine how one of Genet’s most politically charged works relies upon what I call
“the ritual gesture gone astray” to construct a politics of the possible. This politics emerges with
Genet’s impressive interrogation of the stakes of theatricality for the black subject, an inquiry
which leads him to draw a singular ontological and historical relation between blackness and the
powers of theater. In a whirlwind dramatic text whose every page is bursting with violence,
outrage, laughter, and the excess and incalculable loss that marks blackness, Genet strategically
uses the ritual gesture to break apart the symbolic order that upholds white supremacy. While the
traditional ritual gesture reactualizes a once fully present origin to ensure that the ritual repeats the
symbolic order’s founding act, Genet’s gestures inaugurate a space of virtuality onstage, making
the body of the actor present as a dislocation, a separation. The body in Genet’s theater is the
interval, the locus of the absolute violence that thought imposes on being (when it thinks the
violence that being imposes on thought), that the negre imposes upon the white world, leaving it
forever devastated.

In my fourth and final chapter I argue that Robert Bresson’s Pickpocket relies upon the
gestures of stealing to construct the figure of the symptomal-ethical thief, a subject/automaton
endowed with a novel expressive capacity in the image. Bresson’s unique cinematographic style
links images together via the unbinding force of the interval; the body produced in these images is
thus disconnected from itself, a series of divergent drives and forces that resist unification. I bring
in the psychoanalytic concept of the symptom to try to understand the expressive capacity of this
drive body that is given to us in the image via the gestures of pickpocketing. Like the drive, the
pickpocket covets any-object-whatever, and desires not so much to possess it, but rather to make

it circulate in space differently.
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By shifting the understanding of the film’s protagonist Michel away from a spiritual-
transcendental paradigm in which he rejects social norms and commits thefts because he is
spiritually “lost,” I try to excavate Bresson’s radical politics.®! I take seriously Michel’s thefts as
symptomal—that is, as expressions of an inorganic, disorganized body and as the site of the
emergence of a truth of the image, a truth that may go beyond what psychoanalysis itself proposes.
As Pickpocket ultimately demonstrates, the relationship between the gesture and the symptom
remains tenuous, since the subject of the unconscious and the spiritual automaton never fully
converge. And yet, it is precisely because of the resistance of this interval that Bresson’s gestures
of stealing are able to initiate a dialogue between these two paradigms, unearthing a radical
Bresson for whom the ethics of cinematic creation is not about the necessity of a God that

guarantees meaning, but the possibility of radical choice.

51 Here I follow in the footsteps of Brian Price, who only recently published the first book-length study of Bresson to
counter the spiritual-transcendentalist readings.

See: Brian Price, Neither God Nor Master: Robert Bresson and Radical Politics (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2011).
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Chapter One
Walking in the New Wave; Agnes Varda’s Promeneuses

Walking in the Interval

In the third chapter of Cinéma 2: L’image-temps, “Du souvenir aux réves,” Deleuze
describes the type of “pure optical image of the thing” that is produced in the cinema of the time-
image as that which, instead of extending into movement, enters into relation with a series of
recollections or blocs of memory.>? In other words, movement, in the optical image, is not
extension in space, but rather, in-tension in time. In the “dream-image” a character no longer reacts
to an optical-sound situation but, deprived of movement as extension in space, undergoes a
“movement of world,” or a depersonalization of movement. This does not mean, of course, that
characters are frozen or immobile, but rather, that their movements or bodily states can now be
seen to link up with the movements of a world. Deleuze showcases a few examples from Italian
Neorealism, pointing, in particular, to the fairgrounds in Fellini’s films; the rides, slides, and
tunnels of the amusement park act as configurations of space that lead the visitor from one space-
time to another.>® In the carnivalesque dream-space of Fellini’s images, a character’s bodily
adjustments to the configurations of space imposed by the amusement park can be read as cosmic
movements, readable not in terms of the psychology of the individual, nor of the character’s
position within a narrative, but in relation to the dream world itself.>*

Depersonalized movement is also embodied by the figure of the dancer in musical comedy.
As if in the trance of a sleepwalker, the dancer is summoned or taken over by the movement of a

world that her dance will trace: “C’est le mouvement de vérité ou le danseur marche encore, mais

52 Gilles Deleuze, Cinéma 2: L image-temps (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1985), p. 62-91.

53 Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 82.

5 This is certainly the world Deleuze evokes when he insists, in an interview with Claire Parnet, that, “on ne délire
pas sur nos mamans et nos papas...on délire le monde”.

See: L’Abécédaire directed by Pierre-André Boutang and Michel Palmart (Editions Montparnasse, [1996] 2004).
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déja somnambule qui va étre possédé par le mouvement qui semble 1’appeler: on le trouve chez
Fred Astaire dans la promenade qui devient danse insensiblement.” And then, a few lines later,
Deleuze continues, “Entre le pas moteur et le pas de danse, il y a parfois...un ‘degré zéro,” comme
une hésitation, un décalage, un retardement, une série de ratés préparatoires, ou au contraire une
brusque naissance.”>®

While these remarks surely point towards the dream-image and its prevalence in the
musical comedy, they also reveal two things about walking in the time-image that Deleuze will
elaborate elsewhere in Cinéma 2: first, that walking in the time-image becomes movement in time
rather than extension in space, and second, that walking, as a movement in the interval or in
between—that movement that could turn into the dance step at any moment—is a movement of
great potentiality. Between the virtual and its actualization, walking is a continuously arrested
falling, a movement akin to the organization of chaos; it is just almost falling, just almost dance.
As hesitation, zero-degree movement, or delay, walking displaces the question of origin and shifts
the philosophical focus onto emergence—that is, from transcendence to immanence.

In Cléo de 5 a 7 (1962), Agnés Varda creates her own dream-world through novel camera
techniques that disperse the center of determination of all movement in the image; walking is
transformed from a movement in space into a movement in time, or a movement that is not
executed by the character but imposed by the world itself, plunging the character into a deeper
stratum of duration. The film’s final scene, where we see Cléo and the friendly stranger Antoine
walking together towards the camera, is emblematic of this transformation. Moments before this
shot, we see Cléo’s doctor, who has just announced to her the shocking news of her medical test

results, driving away from the pair who are literally left behind in the dust, speechless. VVarda uses

% Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 83.
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a dramatic dolly-out—it’s as if the camera is attached to the back of the doctor’s car—and cuts the
scene’s diegetic sound to evoke the radical shift in the cinematic world itself that is undergone by
these characters [See Figure 1]. The space between them and the camera is literally stretched,
creating a warp in the temporal order. The pulling motion is transformed into a pushing in the next
shot, which shows Cléo and Antoine in close-up walking side by side towards the camera, slowly
and deliberately. Because the pair is shown in close-up, we only see their heads bobbing from side
to side and the hospital and trees in the background are blurred, the change in their proximity to
the camera barely noticeable. Cléo and Antoine seem here to be walking without travelling in
space, without traversing any distance in the image. The new world they have entered affects their
bodies and gestures differently; the appearance of a little bit of time in its “pure” form, in other
words, is infused in the image through this change in cinematic world induced by Varda’s camera
eye which becomes a subjective-objective presence, occupying the imagined interval between the

“inside” and the “outside” of the image.
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Figure 1. Cléo de 5 a 7 (Agnes Varda, 1962): The doctor leaves Cléo and Antoine in the dust.

In this chapter I show how Varda’s filmmaking practice can be understood as proposing a
radical feminist politics that pushes beyond the paradigm of representation. In Cléo, Varda
achieves this through a series of formal techniques that emphasize walking in the time-image as
an interval for the becoming of a character, for the transformation of a person in relation to place
and memory.5¢ She thus offers us images that express a politics of becoming and difference rather
than of identification; the feminist freedom she proposes is an aporetic freedom that remains

radically open. The close readings of Varda’s inventive camerawork that follow seek not only to

% Asli Ozgen Tuncer has already explored a Deluzian/Guattarian politics of walking in Cléo, Sans toit ni loi, and
Les Plages d’Agnés that focuses on merging the concepts of nomadism and flanerie. She focuses on the concepts of
smooth and striated space, outlined in Deleuze and Guattari’s Mille Plateaux, in order to argue that Cléo puts
forward a “figure of walking in favour of nomadic consciousness.”

See: Azli Ozgen Tuncer, “Women on the Move: The Politics of Walking in Agnés Varda,” Deleuze Studies 6, no. 1,
(2012): p. 114.
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demonstrate, but equally, to work through the relationships between image and thought that
emerge throughout the film. How do these walking scenes allow for the specific movements of
thought that come to articulate a politics of becoming or a disjunctive feminist freedom?

In the cinema of the time-image, as articulated by Deleuze, walking scenes are those
sequences that show the viewer the emptied-out spaces of European cities destroyed by the Second
World War and rebuilt in the image of capitalist modernization. Cinema becomes a site of the
philosophy of the everyday, that new triumphant category that privileges the affective dimensions
of communal life, linking the negotiations of modern space to the rhythms and resonances of
subjects who, in navigating urban space, do not simply inhabit it but create it anew. However, the
shifts undergone in film practice from the classical period to the post-war period cannot be reduced
to a historical logic; these changes are essentially tied to different configurations of space and time
in images, formal changes that define a whole new aesthetic (although, in Deleuze, there is also a
shift away from the “aesthetic object” and towards the act of creation). Spaces become, in the time-
image, espaces quelcongues, images that are no longer linked to one another through the logical
progression of past, present, and future, but experienced by the viewer as a juxtaposition of
presents made through a continuous process of irrational cutting. In other words, the links between
actions are undone, and optical and sound images (or “situations”) surge forth, giving something
to be seen and heard in the image, rather than recognized and understood. The characters that
populate the time-image are thus “condemned to walk” because walking becomes the gesture
where these two poles—the historical and the ontological, the emptied-out space and the espace
quelcongue—converge. The unrecognizability of destroyed and rebuilt space is transformed, in

Deleuze, from a simple failure of memory or reason into a “new experience of the mind.”>’

5" The question of a “failure of memory” reveals the implicit links between Deleuze’s earlier writings on Freud,
particularly in Différence et Répétition, and the cinema books. In the former text, Deleuze is clear about his
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But this novel “spiritual” experience cannot be severed from a new experience of the body;
in fact, it is the gesture that serves as a sort of diagram for reading the relation between new
possibilities for thought and new bodily attitudes. In Varda’s cinema, what | call a cinema of
gesture and what Deleuze refers to as a cinéma du corps, a proliferation of aesthetic figures and
social types emerges through walking sequences; across the bodies of these figures Varda sketches
out a female conceptual persona that allows her to articulate a politics, a creative political practice
that grounds itself in the subject’s power of becoming-other rather than in the solidity of a female
subject position from which to execute critique. In Cléo, Varda’s promeneuses compose a
feminine gestus that functions as a “minor” point of enunciation within the “major”—history as
“I’Histoire des hommes.” In Varda’s cinema, the gesture of walking, as both an index of the social
and a movement of expression, is privileged as a paradigmatic gesture of daily life that contains a
specific political potentiality in the cinematographic image. Framing my reading with these
questions in mind allows for a long overdue shift in interpretative focus within VVarda scholarship,
a move that highlights her body of work as constructing a feminist practice through images that

are capable of rethinking the potentialities of cinema.

The New Wave and Feminist Filmmaking

Following in the footsteps of the legendary documentarist Jean Rouch, New Wave
filmmakers—many of whom openly paid homage to the former—sought to capture the
unpredictability and contingency of everyday life, ditching Hollywood pretension for immersion

in the chaos of the ordinary. But unlike the pioneers of cinéma-vérité and cinéma direct, New

understanding of Freud’s discovery of the symptom: “On ne guérit donc pas par simple mnésie, pas plus qu’on n’est
malade par amnésie.”
See: Deleuze, Différence et Répétition (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1968), p. 30.
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Wave directors were experimenting with elements of the documentary form in the service of
developing narrative film techniques that expressed a newfound freedom of the auteur; the
documentary value of the acts, gestures, words, and sounds recorded by the camera would
contribute to the construction of a fictionalized world, one crafted around a personalized story born
out of a visionary director’s “acte d’amour.”®® If Varda didn’t necessarily see herself as an auteur
taking cues from the experimental documentary scene—she has always claimed to have never seen
any Italian neorealist films nor ethnographic documentaries before shooting her first film La pointe
courte (1955)—she nonetheless developed a film style that incorporated many of the techniques
developed by Rouch: a handheld camera that captured subjects close-at-hand in busy street scenes,
on-location filming that privileged the minute details of an environment to lifeless aestheticism,
and exterior as opposed to interior shooting. All these elements facilitated projects restricted to a
small budget, a proviso both Rouch and Varda often had to respect.

The style that Varda developed early on in La pointe courte, Du c6té de la cote (1958),
L opéra-mouffe (1958), and Cléo was marked by a play between cinéma-vérité style images of her
subject matter (often locals who, upon the arrival of the film crew, agreed to participate in the
making of the film) and highly theatricalized sequences involving contemplative characters whose
psychological content nevertheless remained largely unexplored. This playful juxtaposition of the
ethnographic and the theatrical, or the fictional and the historical, would remain Varda’s signature
throughout her over sixty-year career as a filmmaker. Like other post-war film oeuvres, Varda’s is
marked significantly by a proliferation of walking scenes, whether through the streets of Paris, the
Latino neighborhoods of East L.A., or the fields of provincial France. Walking is a privileged

movement that allows for her characters to continuously develop bodily attitudes and postures, out

%8 For more on this type of relation to authorship in the French New Wave see: Frangois Truffaut, Les films de ma
vie (Paris: Flammarion, [1987] 2019).
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of which emerge a privileged gesture. In Deleuze’s re-reading of the Brechtian gestus, when he
sketches out the contours of a cinéma du corps, the philosopher directly addressed Varda’s oeuvre.
Quite provocatively, and indeed enigmatically, Deleuze states:

Les auteurs féminins, les réalisatrices féminines, ne doivent pas leur importance a un

féminisme militant. Ce qui compte d’avantage, c’est la maniére dont elles ont innové

dans ce cinéma des corps, comme si les femmes avaient a conquérir la source de leurs

propres attitudes et la temporalité qui leur correspond comme gestus individuel ou

commun.5®
What matters, for Deleuze, much more than a particular political interest or position that may or
may not have inspired women directors to make films, is the innovative forms that their images
have brought into existence. Interestingly, the creation of these new forms is understood to be in
the service of understanding an origin, a “source” of bodily “attitudes.” If this source is not
historical in the deterministic sense of the term, or, in other words, if it is not exhausted in the
structures of patriarchal domination under capitalism, then what could it be? | argue that Varda
herself undertakes this search. As an “auteur féminin” she was (and still is) relegated to an
“outsider” status within the New Wave. What one might discover as the “source” of her relegation
to the margins is not, however, the same as the “source” of her images.

In this study Varda is considered as a consistently marginalized New Wave filmmaker, but
historical context is not the primary factor in my interpretations of her films. Rather than work
from the basis of a theory of aesthetics which privileges the forms of mediation between objective
social reality and the subjective artist or creator, | offer close readings that theorize images,
subjects, and histories on the same plane of existence. In an ontology of immanence, thinking and

writing about works of art does not require a theory with which to understand subject-object

relations as causal. Artworks and artists can be considered, in Spinozist terms, as different

% Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 256.
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attributes that are nonetheless part of the same substance, partaking in an immanent causality in
which, as Kiarina Kordela claims, “the cause is itself an effect of its own effects.”®°

Thinking in this constellation requires entering into the substance and registering the
affective resonances of its forms and forces. The art historian Georges Didi-Huberman, writing
about the image as pathos in Aby Warburg’s archival image project, the Atlas Mnemosyne,
describes the philosopher as a seismograph, “I’inscripteur et le transmetteur des mouvements
invisibles qui survivent, qui se trament sous notre sol, qui se creusent, qui attendant le moment —
pour nous, inattendu — de se manifester soudain.”®! The object of study, for Warburg, cannot be
reduced to its objective elements, for it implicates the historian-seismograph in a mysterious
movement of forces. In other words, artworks cannot be reduced to the historical conditions under
which they were produced, nor to their formal qualities; analyzing works requires an affective
attention to how forms and their movement involve forces of time—the memory and forgetting of
different versions of the past in the present.®? Close reading becomes a practice that privileges at
once the composition of a work and an immersion in the world to which it belongs, as well as a
collision between that “fictional” world and the historical present. The historical is therefore not
negated but rather transformed into an open form, one in which time is not a succession of pasts,
nor a progressive chronology, but a pliable materiality or collection of forces that pass through
subjects and objects.

This genealogical project that registers historical change as a play of forces links up with

feminisms that attempt to find alternatives to the simple application of aesthetic theory as ideology

8 Kiarina Kordela, $urplus: Spinoza, Lacan (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), p. 1.

61 Georges Didi-Huberman, L image survivante: Histoire de I’art et temps des fantémes selon Aby Warburg (Les
Editions de Minuit: Paris, 2002), p. 123.

52 Here remembering and forgetting are not thought of in a commonsense way but rather as engagements with the
past as a virtual dimension that coexists with and forms the present. Didi-Huberman’s reading of Warburg, in its
Nietzschean and Deleuzean inspirations, also conceptualizes time in this way.
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critique. Politically, a Deleuzian-inspired feminism rejects both equality and autonomy as guiding
principles of feminist struggle and instead asserts the necessity of the creation of feminist
concepts.®® “Feminist theory,” Elizabeth Grosz suggests, “affirms only what we can become,” a
distinction, of course, with regard to what women already “are.”® The shift away from female
subjects does not, however, imply a complete disavowal of agency; feminist agency is
reconfigured as the capacity to act or to deal with the chaos of events and their “race, class, and
gender effects.”® Concepts are responses (and not solutions) to the problems that events pose;
feminist concepts, in particular, are techniques of knowledge that can be used as forms of
contestation against what Grosz calls “the patriarchal guarantee of the precedence of the
masculine.”® In order to counteract this precedence, Grosz and others return to the problem of
sexual difference as a productive site of emergence and becoming. Concept creation is intimately
linked to the forces of time at work in the chaos of the world, and to the ways in which that chaos
can be approached and organized in different configurations of thought.

The walking sequence stages this encounter with chaos in the time-image; as movement,
walking constitutes processes of unbinding the potentialities of the body and navigating modern

space in the “new world” that emerges in the postwar period. It is in this world that women will

8 Perhaps we can refer to these as constituting a “No wave feminism”. Beyond all of the other “waves”, but
certainly inspired by the groundwork they laid, No wave feminism is the dissident, atonal, noisy, and anarchic
response to Marxist and liberal versions of feminism that privilege autonomy (the development of a new norm) and
equality (the achievement of an already existing norm). The moniker is inspired by the short-lived No wave music
scene that exploded in New York City in the 1970s, comprising groups like Theoretical Girls, The Contortions,
Teenage Jesus and the Jerks, Mars, and DNA. No wave sought to create an avant-garde musicality that was not
merely a reaction against existing musical traditions (primarily rock and roll and pop) but creative in its own right.
The sought-after sound of No wave musicians often privileged texture over melody, hence its atonal tendencies.
Feminism that privileges concept-creation over the content of group interest and its subsequent promotion through
electoral politics or revolution could also be said to privilege texture over melody, rhythm over time-signature, or
vibration over purity of tone.

% Elizabeth Grosz, “The Future of Feminist Theory: Dreams for New Knowledges,” Feminist Theory Workshop,
Duke University, filmed March 24, 2007, video of lecture,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mwHoswjw5yo&t=11s.

85 Grosz, “The Future.”

66 Grosz, “The Future.”
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begin to invent concepts that respond to the problem of their domination and “secondariness.” As
David Rodowick has convincingly argued, the postwar crisis of the action-image provoked a
rearrangement of the universal masculine subject through a proliferation of male characters that
embodied the dissolution of the hero capable of transforming the world through action.®” Women,
in turn, were dislodged from a passive position, and their mobility became a power of creation.
Walking women thus embody a newfound freedom of movement, but it is movement in time rather
than in space. It is not the case that women are represented in places from which they were
previously banned, but rather, that women occupy the irrational interval in which thought becomes
possible. In other words, women are granted the privilege of their own becoming in the time-
image, of becoming something other than secondary, immobile, or domestic.

If we follow Deleuze’s account of gesture in the time-image, it might, at first glance, seem
as though he rejects feminist politics; indeed, he does seem to claim that any reading that interprets
images in a representative manner, including all those that engage with ideology critique, fails to
actually think through the concepts that cinematic images create. But a Deleuzian reading of
Varda’s films in no way forecloses upon their political elements; in fact, I argue that to think
through the relationship between time and the body through the figure of the walker in Varda is to
take her feminist politics quite seriously. Both the expressive and social sides of the gesture that
Varda consistently works with in these sequences can be linked back to what Deleuze calls the
powers of the false and the irruption of time into the image. A creative power of invention in the
image emerges through this chaotic interruption of time, making possible new forms of thought

and action that can be thought in relation to what | have called “No wave feminism.”

67 See: D.N. Rodowick. “Unthinkable Sex” in Afterimages of Gilles Deleuze’s Film Philosophy, (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2010), p. 177-190.
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But to pose the problem in these terms is to already carry out an interpretative shift. What
becomes necessary is a Vardian reading of Deleuze, or a methodology that gives Varda’s images
the theoretical attention they deserve. Before Deleuze wrote Cinéma 2, Varda’s cinema of
invention was offering women not equality, nor autonomy, but freedom—a non-normative
freedom of creation. This open form of freedom resonates with what Linda Zerilli calls a “power
of beginning,” a term that emerges from Hannah Arendt’s “abyss of freedom.”% Feminism, rather
than grounding itself in a unified and pre-determined subject (“woman”), constitutes itself through
a process of dis-identification, a reshuffling of the distribution of roles in a particular social order
that disturbs politics as a means to an end. The process of woman’s dis-identification in the time-
image is a spatial and temporal displacement, one that can be read through the diagram of gesture,

the site of experimentation for new modes of thought and new bodily attitudes.

Cléode5a7

Perhaps Varda’s most acclaimed film, Cléo chronicles the comings and goings of a French
pop singer who, nervously awaiting the results of a biopsy, goes on an aimless walk through Paris
and experiences a profound change. Cléo shuffles through a series of traditional feminine roles—
seductress, hysteric, spoiled child, submissive lover, commodity-form, etc.—before extracting a
“true image” of herself (as Florence) from all of these clichés. Walking, I argue, is the film’s
paradigmatic gesture, one that signals Cléo’s radical ability to invent new modes of existence, to
conjure up a renewed faith in life such that her fear of death, at least momentarily, subsides. Time,
as it appears in the interval of walking, becomes for Cléo not the enemy but rather the secret power

that constitutes the substance within which she lives and changes—a sort of de-individuated

8 Linda M.G. Zerilli, Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005), p.
24,
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singularity. The film’s title then—Cléo de 5 & 7—does not describe the film’s time frame, but its
very content; the substance of Cléo’s subjectivity is time itself, or what Deleuze calls the only
“real” subjectivity.®

The “true image” of Cléo-becoming-Florence is thus related not to the self-possession of a
female subject who reclaims an experience that has been expropriated, but to time as a motor of
becoming that draws its power from sexual difference. Iliness—a form of cancer in Cléo’s case—
is transformed into the Nietzschean health of the convalescent, or what Deleuze and Guattari
describe as the condition of the artist:

Les artistes sont comme les philosophes a cet égard, ils ont souvent une trop petite santé fragile,
mais ce n’est pas a cause de leurs maladies ni de leurs névroses, c’est parce qu’ils ont vu dans
la vie quelque chose de trop grand pour quicongue, de trop grand pour eux, et qui a mis sur eux
la marque discréte de la mort.”

The task of the artist, and indeed of the character in the time-image, is not to “bear witness”
to experience, nor to fantasize about or imagine what experience could be, but to make an
unbearable moment of the world durable as sensation. In Cléo, “the unbearable”—what Deleuze
refers to as “I’intolérable”—in everyday life surges in the image as Cléo walks through the city.”
It is in this way that walking becomes the mode of composition of what we might call Varda’s
female gestus.

In the film’s first half we witness CIéo’s obstinacy as she faces the task of performing all

of her designated feminine roles. The people in her entourage, though in reality they should be

threatened by the deterioration of Cléo’s health (since her very person, as commodity, produces

89 Yvette Bir6 makes a similar statement about Varda’s entire body of work: “...time itself is the main protagonist of
Varda’s films—not just its passage, its fertile construction-destruction, but its many facets, its metamorphoses and
burdens.”

See: Yvette Biro, “Caryatids of Time: Temporality in the Cinema of Agnés Varda,” Performing Arts Journal 19, no.
3, (September, 1997): p. 1.

7 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Qu ‘est-ce que la philosophie? (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1991), p. 163.

"L Deleuze and Guattari, Qu ‘est-ce que la philosophie?, p. 161.
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capital for them), do not take her illness seriously; it produces no visible signs and cannot,
therefore, be read on the surface of her body. Indeed, even Cléo is comforted by her own reflection
as an index of her health and vitality, a reassurance of her beauty’s power of covering over anything
that might threaten it. She seeks out her own image multiple times in the first half of the film, in a
series of scenes that Varda constructs with the playful machinery of the mirror’s image production
in mind (at the entryway to the fortuneteller’s apartment, in the café, and in the hat shop).

But the self-recognition that Cléo desires is always revealed to be a mere postponement of
her feelings of dread; recognition, as a concept, is linked to her desire for identification, for
absolute knowledge of the present and, more importantly of the future—she explicitly expresses
her fear of death. Over the course of the film, this paradigm of recognition is overturned and
replaced by a logic of creation. In many ways Cléo’s lesson is that the desire to know the future
can only produce suffering; the only remedy for the dread of the present is to approach it in its
unknowable dimensions. Only then can one understand that to see the future from the perspective
of the present, as if the future could be a forward projection made in the image of that present, is
useless. Just as useless for thought as the logic of the mirror understood as a reduplication of the
world by conscious perception. But Cléo as time-image will come to replace this representative
logic with that of the voyant (the one who walks and sees) whose formula is: “on voit d’autant
mieux qu’on reconnait moins.”’> And seeing as not knowing plunges itself into the virtual
dimension of the present rather than projecting itself into the future. Cléo’s turn away from mirrors
and away from her own reflection is thus an opening that allows her to observe what is

unrecognizable to her. To see what is unrecognizable in the image is to enter into a process of

2 Paola Marrati, Gilles Deleuze: Cinéma et philosophie (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 2003), p. 78
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becoming that makes possible thinking the unthought, not only its content, but also its form, its
points of enunciation, and its intercessors.”

Both the chaos of the unknown and the figure of the voyant appear in the film’s opening
scene, which takes place at the fortuneteller Madame Irma’s apartment. Paradoxically, although
Cléo is all about invention and the possibility of creating something new in a world ruled by the
paradigms of recognition and reproduction, the film announces, from the very beginning, how its
story will unfold. Cléo, seeking some cosmological advice about her health issue, is confronted
with the “truth” of her ill-omened future; the Tarot cards announce a sickness, a maligned doctor,
and a total transformation of her being (“une transformation profonde de tout votre étre”’). Captured
from above by a camera that hovers above the two women’s heads, the film’s first images establish
a vertical axis of vision that situates Cléo and the fortuneteller at a small table sitting across from
one another; but the women are in fact mostly outside of the camera’s field of vision—we only see
two pairs of hands manipulating the cards, a collection of gestures mostly dominated by the
psychic’s deliberate movements of shuffling, arranging, and pointing. In the first hand Cléo draws
from the deck, representing her past, present and future, we are offered a condensed vision of her
life story through the iconography of the cards. All of the characters we will meet during the film’s
unfolding are presaged in the series of stereotypes that appear as illustrations on these cards: the
young lover who influenced Cléo’s career, the devoted widow who, though perhaps morally
dubious, granted her a “vie plus libre,” a generous young man who finances her musical career,

and, eventually, the effusive stranger she is destined to meet who will “amuse” her.

8 According to Deleuze and Guattari the philosopher’s intercessors are “les vértiables sujet de sa philosophie.”
See: Deleuze and Guattari, Qu ’est-ce que la philosophie ?, p. 62.
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The illustrations of the characters are shown in a series of close-ups that disturb the vertical
axis by appearing in the picture plane as right-side up, providing the illusion of horizontality [See
Figure 2]. Soon this juxtaposition between vertical and horizontal is rendered even more visually
jarring when Varda suddenly cuts to a black and white medium close-up shot of the fortuneteller
who asks, prompted by the appearance of cards that indicate illness and suffering, if Cléo is sick.
In a quick reverse-shot we see Cléo, in an extreme close-up that cuts her face mid-forehead and
mid-chin, as she responds anxiously, “Oui.” This time the horizontality of the image is no illusion,
but its “reality”—mnot only the reality of space presented from the “proper” perspective but also the
reality of the characters who are no longer disembodied voices but now attached to bodies—is
disturbed by a sudden shift to black and white coloration. In these shots, it’s almost as if the
characters appear (for the first time) in a different temporal order within which the narrative is

destined to unfold, one that is somehow less “real” than the card-reading séance that foretells it.
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Figure 2. Cléo de 5 a 7 (Agnes Varda, 1962): Madame Irma’s cards provide the illusion of

horizontality.

Here the visual field is constructed through a series of playful visual shifts that disperse
and transform perception. We can understand the figure of the fortuneteller as the one who operates
these shifts—Varda herself is a voyante. As Corey Shores underlines, “The falsifier uses
clairvoyant seeing to make the physically real take on a logic of caprice, endowing a playful non-
necessity and logical discontinuity to what is physically before us.”’* Clairvoyant seeing is what
is granted to the viewer by way of the interferences that constantly disperse perception in this
opening scene. They foreshadow the film’s weak narrative structure which no longer relies upon
the action-reaction sensorimotor schema of the movement-image. The intervals between images
are no longer subsumed under a regime of organic representation for which time is the whole;
instead of a mere negative moment, the interval becomes valuable for the image “in itself.” In
Deleuze’s words, “...ce qui compte n’est plus 1’association des images, la maniere dont elles
s’associent, mais D’interstice entre deux images.””® When the shot is privileged in this way (no
longer subordinate to montage), Paola Marrati points out, “un sens fragmentaire et lacunaire,
jamais préétabli,” is restored to reality.”® The explicit foreshadowing of this scene then points at
once to the structure of the film; Cléo will encounter a fragmented, incomplete reality and re-invent
its meaning through a process of becoming-other that can only take place through her walk. Like

the clairvoyant she seeks advice from, she herself must become a voyant, the figure that emerges

74 Corey Shores, “The Primacy of Falsity: Deviant Origins in Deleuze,” Tijdschrift voor Filosofie 81 (2019): p. 122.
s Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 260.
6 Marrati, Gilles Deleuze, p. 75.



50

simultaneously with the forme-bal(l)ade. Dork Zabunyan describes the subjective experience of
the walker-voyant in the following terms:

...je me balade, et tout ce que je rencontre reléve certainement de la banalité la plus
quotidienne (le plus souvent); malgré cela, derriere cette banalité quotidienne, je pressens
qu’il existe toutes sortes de problémes urgents, ou brilants, enveloppés dans la situation
urbaine au sein de laquelle je suis, et que je ne vois pas nécessairement, que je suis méme
peut-étre condamné a ne pas voir. Il faut atteindre a ces problemes si I’on veut devenir
voyant.”’

It’s important to point out that the “banality” of the everyday becomes unrecognizable not
only because of a change in narrative structure—what Zabunyan points to here—»but, in addition,
because of the composition of the images themselves. The valorization of the cut or the interval
between images is linked to a change whereby perception no longer associates images in relation
to a privileged action-image that organizes all the visual elements into an organic whole; in other
words, the viewer is no longer forced to extract from the image only those elements which would
be useful to her from the point of view of action. We are reminded again of Marrati’s formula: “on
voit d’autant plus qu’on reconnait moins.””® It is no coincidence that Deleuze brings up the
valorization of the irrational interval in the context of his discussion of gesture in Cinéma 2; the
attitudes and postures of the body are transformed, in the cinéma du corps that persists in the
Nouvelle Vague, into those elements that coordinate with one another and serve as new linkages
between images.

In the opening scene of Cléo we can observe how the gestures of the characters—the

handling of the cards, the exchange of money between Cléo and the psychic, and the opening and

closing of doors, all of which are shown in close-up—Ilink the images together.” It is as if once

" Dork Zabunyan, “Un détour par la “forme-balade”, in special issue of Murmure: le mouvement des concepts,
(esthétique — cinéma), out of series, (2008): p. 29.

8 Marrati, Gilles Deleuze, p. 78.

S For Deleuze, it is director John Cassavetes who institutes this technique with the improvisational Shadows: “En
régle Générale, Cassavetes ne garde de 1’espace que ce qui tient au corps, il compose 1’espace avec des morceaux
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the interval between images becomes irrational, or once things, people, places, and objects are
unable to be situated as points of reference organized by force of habit, the image shows us what
we could not see before. It is this same process that Cléo will undergo as she is transformed into a
walker and seeks to attain what is “behind” the surface of her quotidian reality, one that structures
her various feminine roles. If the Tarot cards announce the film’s entire plot before it even begins,
it is perhaps because the disclosure of Cléo’s images will valorize not necessarily what happens,
but how it happens. The necessity of what we see before us breaks down paradoxically at the point
at which it becomes narratively necessary or predestined. In other words, the “how” of the film
has to do with gesture as a means that is deprived of its connection to an end; all of its action is a
mere pretext for the development of gesture that takes place across Cléo’s errant city walk.

As Cléo leaves the psychic’s apartment—outside of which a handful of anxious women
are seated and waiting—we see an intertitle superimposed upon the image; it announces the
beginning of the film (its first chapter) and marks the diegetic time: 17h05. Throughout the entire
film Varda will intersperse these title cards that indicate both the film’s progression and its division
into separate chapters, each of which is constituted by a certain number of minutes. The camera
then follows Cléo as she descends the stairs, first framing her on the left from a slightly downward
facing angle and then cutting to a shot that captures her straight on from just a few steps below.
As she begins her descent a melody starts to play on the soundtrack—a slow, orchestral march that
will return several times over the course of the film—and the rhythm of her footsteps corresponds
with the tempo of the music. The coincidence of diegetic and nondiegetic sounds reveals their

differences in origin; the spectator suddenly becomes aware of the existence of two different layers

déconnectés que seul un gestus relie. C’est ’enchainement formel des attitudes qui remplace 1’association des
images”.
See: Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 251.
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of sound and thus the possibility of their divergence. It is a sonic episode that perhaps foreshadows
the film’s climax where Cléo, rehearsing her new song “Cri d’amour,” is projected into an
indeterminate space somewhere in between the diegesis and its extra-diegetic outside when a full
orchestra suddenly joins her voice although she remains in her bedroom, accompanied only by
Michel Legrand’s piano. As Rodowick has pointed out, Cléo’s voice in this later scene is both
direct and indirect, “surging in an indeterminate space” wherein she is “transformed into an image
of becoming and differentiation.”® Singing, like walking, is a symbolic gesture of emergence in
the film, one which shifts the focus from the origin of sound or movement towards its “brusque
naissance.” The passage between diegetic and extra-diegetic sound is also a movement between
the objective world of the camera and the subjective world of the character, a fluctuation that
ultimately blurs the distinction between the two.

This contamination of the subjective and the objective, which will return in the “Cri
d’amour” scene, can be observed in this first sequence as Cléo descends the stairs in Madame
Irma’s apartment building. As Cléo walks, Varda captures her first from a medium shot in front
and then, unexpectedly, cuts to a shot of the building’s courtyard as seen from behind the wooden
panels of the hallway window. This shot creates an abnormal movement in the image, as the
camera moves up and down unsteadily following the tempo of Cléo’s footsteps. The movement
embodies Cléo’s perspective of the space within which she moves, an undetermined space whose
coordinates have been dispersed by the constant shifts between and subsequent ambiguity of
objective and subjective viewpoints. We then see a close-up of the textured concrete wall along
which the staircase is set as the unstable camera moves downward, lacking the smooth control of

objectivity. The spectator is again invited to embody Cléo’s perspective, but only insofar as it is

80 Rodowick, “Unthinkable Sex,” p. 187.
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continually displaced, unable to be located in space and thus radically open to an experience of
time as Bergsonian durée—time that is not reduced to a measure of movement in space but
experienced as such, as an intensity, or an encounter with the virtual.

In the shots that follow, Varda uses a series of jump cuts to produce a pseudo-repetition of
the same image three times; she captures Cléo—whose footsteps are still in sync with the music
in the background—with a close-up front angle shot in which the protagonist’s head moves from
the top left-hand side of the frame to the bottom right. She cuts back to the same image, with
exactly the same movement, while the soundtrack continues in the background, indicating the
ongoing passage of time. Even the cuts between these repetitions are synched with the musical
score in the background, so that the sound of Cléo’s footsteps, her movement downwards in the
image, the tempo of the song, and the cuts that produce the series of repetitions all occur in concert
with one another. There is thus a significant escalation of coherence within a moment of complete
rupture, in which the glitching effect that disturbs the forward movement of the diegesis is
accompanied by an insistence upon its continued unfolding through sound. The startling repetition
of the same image three times disturbs the forward movement of the diegesis by making Cléo
appear to move forward in time but not in space. If the jump cut is normally used to deliberately
show the passing of time, here it shows instead the presence of time as a visual glitch. There is an
indiscernibility between the preservation of the past and the passing on of the present, or the virtual
and actual dimensions of Cléo’s lived time. And it is this Proustian dimension of time, that
dimension in which persons and objects occupy incommensurable positions, that Varda’s images
open up for us. Cléo can be seen here to exist in a temporality that does not correspond with the
space she inhabits, so that the gestural side of walking is linked to a particular framing that

transforms space. The space that is linked to this non-chronological dimension of time constitutes
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a world made up of breaks and disproportions, deprived of all its centers, a world in which the
furthest space can become the closest.

Concentrated together in this first scene, these atypical compositional techniques (“visions
insolites de la caméra, 1’alternance de différents objectifs, le zoom, les angles extraordinaires, les
mouvements anormaux, les arréts...”8%) prepare Cléo’s fictional universe, positioning her as both
a walker and a voyant. It is the abnormality of the camera’s movement that sets up a filmic space
within which perception is continually dispersed rather than centered; without a center of
perception, movement can no longer be measured in terms of space and, no longer subject to this
measurement, it becomes movement in time. But it is also the gesture of walking itself that
constructs this new relation between movement and time, unbinding certain habits and releasing
potentialities; for walking is movement in the middle or in the interval, deprived of its being a
means to a particular end and thus transformed into a site of experimentation. Gesture thus depends
on both the camera’s eye and what it sees, for it is a matter of how the camera sees, and not only
of what is being filmed. In its relation to emergence, gesture is situated in the gap between filming
and being filmed, dissolving the subjective/objective relation. Cléo too occupies this gap, as a
figure of emergence rather than transcendence, of becoming rather than transformation.

When she reaches the entrance hall of Madame Irma’s building, Cléo pauses to observe
herself in a round-top mirror set into the shallow relief of an arched doorway. Because of the
presence of another mirror on the wall directly behind her, Cléo’s reflection becomes infinite,
casting itself backwards towards a vanishing point that recedes endlessly into the virtual distance
of the mirror’s depth [See Figure 3]. Reminiscent of the geometrical constraints of Renaissance

perspective, the cast of the repeated reflection is visually unsettling within the filmic medium. In

81 Gilles Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 194.
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the soundtrack we hear Cléo’s inner thoughts as she contemplates her multitude of selves,
seemingly unfazed. The projection of her inner monologue outwards and onto the track again
provokes a slippage between the diegetic and non-diegetic planes; the indeterminate space is
dreamlike, unable to be placed in relation to the scenes that have come before. Like the series of
jump cuts that directly precede it, the mirror scene produces a crystal image in which time is
presented directly, where the virtual and the real become indiscernible. Even Cléo herself seems
to fall into the space of ambiguity produced by this image, the unreality of her spatialization
catapulting her into a durée such that she becomes almost unrecognizable to us. Marrati glosses
Deleuze’s remarks on the crystal image in Orson Welles’s Lady of Shanghai noting that,

“’omniprésence des miroirs fait proliférer les images virtuelles au point que celles-ci semblent

avoir absorbé toute 1’actualité du personnage, devenu une ‘virtualité¢’ parmi les autres.”8?

82 Marrati, Gilles Deleuze, p. 96.
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Figure 3. Cléo de 5 a 7 (Agnes Varda, 1962): Cléo observes her infinite selves.

But this virtuality is still connected to the character “Cléo” as both an aesthetic figure and
a social type, and her becoming-infinite in this scene marks an important moment in her trajectory;
as aesthetic figure she is imprisoned by her own emotional volatility in the face of crisis, and as
social type she is one marchandise among others, her body disciplined and alienated within the
structures of commaodity fetishism. This sequence perfectly creates both of these dimensions of
Cléo through the effects of the mirror’s crystal image; Varda frames Cléo in a medium shot from
slightly behind at a forty-five-degree angle so that what the spectator observes being reflected
infinitely in the mirror is not just an image of Cléo, but a doubled-image of Cléo observing herself.
The infinite projection of Cléo’s stereotypical beauty mimics her position within the capitalist
social formation, one in which the value-form makes possible infinite desire, desire that
necessitates its own projection. And although Cléo feels reassured by her reflection because it
provides proof of a beauty powerful enough to cover over the signs of sickness, the spectator—
who cryptically inhabits the image as a pair of eyes on the plaque advertising Madame Irma’s
atelier upstairs—sees very clearly her imprisonment within an endless pattern of recognition. She
is trapped within a representative image of thought, or a way of perceiving in which the creation
of something new remains impossible. But it is precisely within the infinite reproduction of the
mirror image that something new might emerge, since this space in the image is also the opening
up of the virtual. It is thus by way of this virtual image that VVarda will resist the paradigm of
recognition, and she will do so through the creation of another aesthetic figure: Florence.

Much has already been written about the Cléo-Florence transformation, typically

understood as a conversion triggered by the narrative shift of “Le cri d’amour” and fulfilled by
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Cléo’s subsequent episode of “flanerie.”®® But rather than focus on what is certainly a clear shift
in the protagonist’s condition as a transformation from one state to another, I suggest that we think
about Cléo as a walker/voyante who, in her becoming-Florence, invents a new point of enunciation
that corresponds to neither Cléo nor Florence, but to an absent other who remains a venir. While
it is certainly true that Cléo desires and indeed performs a rejection of her weak position—a
position illustrated previously by her crying in public, “capricious” consumerism in the hat shop,
erratic sensitivity in the face of the musicians’ prankishness, and obsequious charm in reaction to
her slippery boyfriend who mocks her illness and refuses to commit to even one date—she is not
simply transformed into a negative version of her previous self. Cléo and Florence are rather
intercessors for Varda in her process of creating a conceptual persona. This persona, the one who
says “I”” in the image, who could be named the subject of Cléo’s transformation, is always a third
person, an “other” who embodies the Rimbaudian dictum “Je est un autre.” Following Rodowick’s
suggested interpretative itinerary, Cléo can then be understood as constructing “woman” as a
conceptual persona across a series of social types and aesthetic figures that rely upon the “errant

city walk” for their construction.®* The walking woman, as conceptual persona, claims no

8 Perhaps the most well-known description is Janice Mouton’s: "At this moment of insight, when Cléo recognizes
that her femininity is indeed a masquerade, she literally propels herself out of herself-out of the false identity she has
constructed and out of the room designed to reflect that identity-into a new world where her transformation begins”.
See: Janice Mouton, “From Feminine Masquerade to Flaneuse: Agnés Varda’s Cléo in the City,” Cinema Journal
40, No. 2, (Winter, 2001): p. 5.

Lauren Elkin and Sandy Flitterman-Lewis have also written about Cléo’s flanerie as a sort of feminist triumph that
grants her subjective freedom.

See: Lauren Elkin, Flaneuse; Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice, and London (New York:
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017); Sandy Flitterman-Lewis, “Cléo from 5 to 7” in To Desire Differently; Feminism
and the French Cinema, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), p. 268-284.

8 It’s important to note that what Rodowick is suggesting here—and | follow him in this—is a different form of
reading than those suggested by previous scholars, such as Delphine Bénézet, who have understood “the city” as a
particular content made up of a series of situations that offer Cléo the possibility of experiencing “difference” and
provoking her “transformation.” Focusing on Cléo’s “interactions” with her “environment” obscures a reading that
is more attuned to the images as images, rather than representative schemas that bear a certain content and transmit a
message or a politics.

See: Rodowick. “Unthinkable Sex,” pp. 177-190; Delphine Bénézet, The Cinéma of Agnés Varda: Resistance and
Eclecticism (London: Wallflower Press, 2014).
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representative power or function, but instead expresses sexual difference itself as a power of
becoming in the time-image, what comes to disrupt a certain image of masculinity embodied by
the action-image and its necessary universal subject of history.%

While this disruption has already begun taking place, it is at the film’s point of narrative
climax that Cléo’s process of becoming intersects with her psychological and social high point of
affliction. About midway into the film, distressed by the emotional lyrics of “Le cri d’amour,” and
once again brushed off by her colleagues as fickle and childish, Cléo snaps, letting loose on Bob,
Maurice, and Angele. She exclaims, “C’est vous qui faites de moi une capricieuse...maintenant je
vais faire une révolution avec des mots macabres...vous m’exploitez.” Having huffily changed
into a simple black dress and removed her wig, Cléo goes down the stairs and crosses the courtyard,
walking by an unaccompanied toddler playing with a toy piano whose dissonant notes blend with
the music that floats in on the soundtrack; it is the melody of “Le cri d’amour,” but a completely
stripped-down, staccato version plucked out on a muted violin. VVarda captures Cléo in a longer
traveling shot as she steps out of the courtyard and begins walking down the deserted rue
Huyghens. While the earlier scene in which Cléo walks from Madame Irma’s apartment to the café
to meet Angele featured a cluttered visual and aural field, full of the sights and sounds of street
vendors and their wares, the traffic of a busy intersection, and men soliciting Cl1éo’s attention either
out of commercial or sexual interest, in this later scene the frame is emptied of nearly all these
elements. As she strolls by icily a group of three indistinguishable men in suits clustered in the

entryway of an unmarked building follow her with their eyes but remain silent, huddled in the

8 There is much to be said about the notion of sexual difference that Rodowick employs in his reading of Deleuze.
Elizabeth Grosz also uses this term to refer to a “real”, biological difference that, although epistemologically
meaningless, nonetheless represents a sort of exemplary difference that is productive rather than problematic for
thought. As long as the problem is not one of equality between the sexes, then reasserting sexual difference as a
productive force is not off limits for feminist thinking.

See: Elizabeth Grosz, “The Nature of Sexual Difference: Irigaray and Darwin,” Angelaki 17. no. 2, (September
2012): p. 69-93.



59

shadows of the doorway. Even the buildings she walks by are unembellished concrete facades, flat
geometric surfaces that reflect her chilly mood.

This rarefaction of the image is related to a disassociation of perceptions and actions in the
time-image; perception, because it is fundamentally de-centered, no longer precedes through an
encounter with sensible data that can then be organized as a set of obstacles to be overcome by
action. Thus, at the same time as perceptions and actions are no longer linked together through a
sensorimotor schema, “...les espaces ne se coordonent plus ni ne se remplissent.”®® The characters
who find themselves in these situations where they must confront “pure” visual and sonic
material—which is to say, material that is no longer organized as an obstacle to be overcome
through action—are those very characters who, as pointed out earlier, are “condemned to walk,”
to become those “purs voyants” who must confront the intolerability of their quotidian experience.

As Cléo sets out on her walk she is indeed immediately confronted with visual elements
that seem to overwhelm her perception; reality appears as a spectacle in the sense that there is
something about it that she cannot relate to her everyday preoccupations, her habits of organizing
and interpreting.®” This is certainly true of the street performer she observes swallowing frogs near
the boulevard Raspail; the sudden interruption of the rather grotesque display is not an indicator
of Cléo’s uneasiness in the face of the spectacle of the everyday, but rather a materialization of the
unrecognizable in the image. The intolerability of this image comes less from its social content

than from the fact that it cannot be integrated into a prior experience and therefore must be seen

86 Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 58.

87 The spectacle is thus not necessarily what is spectacular in the sense of “out of the ordinary”; it is not even what is
socially constructed as authentic but subsequently reveals its performative nature. It is, rather, what demands to be
seen and heard in such a way that it cannot be reintegrated into a “normal” perceptual schema. This is where my
reading would diverge from Liandrat-Guigues’s claim that these visual and auditory elements are important for their
“ephemeral” nature or for the fact that they are strange fragments out of which Varda constructs an allegory or a
parable.

See: Suzanne Liandrat-Guigues, Modernes flaneries du cinéma (Paris: De I’incidence éditions, 2009).
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and felt as a collection of sensations—the man posing the frog on his nose and slowly dragging it
down into his mouth, for example, makes visible the haptic impressions in the image.

After a quick brandy in the café Le D6me, where Cléo observes diverse groups of strangers
and overhears their conversations about the Algerian war, Mird’s “Femme” (“Ca s’appelle
‘Femme’ et moi j’y vois un taureau, ¢a prouve que Miro est espagnol”), and poetic decadence, she
returns to the street to walk towards the studio where her friend Dorothée is posing nude for a
group of art students. In this walking sequence we hear only the exaggerated sound of Cléo’s
footsteps which resonate loudly over the ambient noise of the street; the empty soundtrack
provokes a sense of anxiousness that is intensified by Varda’s filming technique. The first shot
captures her from behind as a group of men pass on her right, collectively turning their heads in
Cléo’s direction. Suddenly the camera shifts to a position that captures her point of view, as another
man crosses the sidewalk just ahead of her and turns to stare, this time directly at the camera. Varda
cuts to a medium, eye-level shot of Cléo walking, captured just a few feet in front of her and then
again to the frame that incorporates her perspective. With all of these perspectival shifts Varda
plays with the different registers of objectivity and subjectivity embodied by the camera eye and
Cléo. Ultimately, she shows the contamination of these two registers and creates a free-indirect
discourse in which the images that capture Cléo’s subjective perspective are marked by the
“objective” presence of the camera—Varda shows those who pass Cleo on the street staring
uneasily into the camera’s lens, even moving their heads to the side as if to avoid the filmmaker’s
gaze but unable to look away. The attitudes of the onlookers are thus directed at both Cléo and the
camera, not because Cléo has become a subject, but because of an indiscernibility of objectivity

and subjectivity in the image.
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The effects of this free-indirect discourse continue to proliferate in the rest of the sequence;
Varda creates a montage in which she mixes footage of passersby who interrogate the camera’s
gaze, eye-level shots of Cléo staring ahead blankly as she continues walking, and tableau-like
images of snapshots from Cléo’s memory—all people or things she has encountered earlier in the
day: the man swallowing the frogs, Madame Irma looking up from her card table, Bob sitting on a
chaise in her room, staring listlessly, a ticking clock, Angéle, Raoul on the edge of her bed, and
even her blonde wig hanging on the edge of a mirror, eerily evoking Cléo’s absent body. The
ambiguity of the objective and the subjective is transformed into an indiscernibility of real and
imaginary elements, as the narrative becomes deliberately falsifying; the images that appear as
Cléo’s memories are in fact constructed tableaux—they re-create moments that in fact never
actually “happened” in the film. As Deleuze notes, “la formation du cristal, la force du temps, et
la puissance du faux sont strictement complémentaires, et ne cessent de s’impliquer comme les
nouvelles coordonnées de I’image.”® These virtual images are linked to Cléo’s present (the actual)
through the persistent sound of her footsteps, the constant reminder of her movement through space
that is nevertheless rendered aberrant and unplaceable—she moves instead through time, as the
before and after are incorporated into a direct image of time through the movement of walking
which has become gesture.

This direct image of time as a nonspatial perception is what becomes necessary, according
to Rodowick, for the emergence of conceptual personae. “When the interval passes into the
subject,” he writes, “there is no longer an identity that can return to itself, nor is there the possibility
of sustaining a binary logic opposing masculinity and femininity—¢I’ has become an other.”® It

is thus the walking sequence, with its intercutting of virtual images, that provokes a change that

8 Gilles Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 172.
8 Rodowick. “Unthinkable Sex,” p. 185.
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goes beyond Cléo’s subjectivity, beyond her presence as an aesthetic figure or social type, and
towards an “other” that might make possible thinking sexual difference. While it may seem that
Cléo is transformed into this “other” when she meets Antoine in the Montsouris park and reveals
to him that her real name is Florence, | argue that both Cléo and Florence remain stereotyped
aesthetic figures that Varda utilizes only to construct a position of enunciation for herself as a
filmmaker. For Florence too embodies the stereotyped roles of femininity; as she descends the
wooden steps into the park, she sings to herself, “Mon corps, précieux et capricieux...,”
performing a seductive dance for an absent audience. She seems disturbed when greeted at the
bottom of the steps by the indifference of chirping birds, who respond with their own songs. And
while she is indeed granted more dialogue in her conversation with Antoine, she remains, for the
most part, a passive interlocutor, exaggeratedly impressed by his banal facts and observations.

If it were the case that Florence is the version of Cléo through which she realizes her
authentic female subjectivity, Varda’s feminist filmmaking practice would be questionable at best,
since it would mean that this “transformation” necessitated the presence of a man. On the contrary,
Florence is merely another aesthetic figure whose errancy and delocalization is a pretext for the
continued creation of clichéd images. Through the ongoing creation of a falsifying narrative in
which Cléo/Florence improvises a series of postures vis-a-vis Antoine, Varda shows how a binary
logic that would separate masculine and feminine—the same logic that guaranteed the universality
of the masculine subject in pre-war cinema—can no longer function once a female protagonist
begins falsifying. “Le personage ne cesse de devenir un autre,” writes Deleuze, “et n’est plus
separable de ce devenir qui se confond avec un peuple.”® The “people to come” is, within the

context of Varda’s filmmaking practice, the promise of a woman to come, woman as a peculiar

%0 Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 198.
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form whose existence appropriates what is excessive about the category of sex, and thus makes it
function as a political category beyond the traditional constraints of what Zerilli calls “the subject
question.” As Rodowick suggests, the problem of the conceptual persona addresses itself to the
creation of an ethos, or a new mode of existence. Varda’s feminist filmmaking practice is aligned
with this task insofar as she creates images in which the “nomadism” of feminine intercessors
breaks with both the compositional and narrative strategies of the movement-image. The viewer is
given up to a direct image of time in which movement is no longer spatial; specifically, walking
is a privileged gesture that becomes an aberrant movement, deprived of an end and endowed with
a durée that unlocks the virtual elements at play in a given event. The walking figure discloses a
cinematic abyss of freedom that functions as a creative power for feminist thinking beyond
questions of identification and their corresponding liberal politics. This is the radical potential of
Varda’s cinema that Deleuze had only hinted at in Cinéma 2:

Les auteurs féminins, les réalisatrices féminines, ne doivent pas leur importance a un

féminisme militant. Ce qui compte advantage, c’est la maniere don’t elles ont innové

dans ce cinéma des corps, comme si les femmes avaient & conquérir la source de leurs

propres attitudes et la temporalité qui leur correspond comme gestus individuel ou

commun.®t

The militant feminism Deleuze denounces would correspond to those previous readings of
Cléo that sought to align the protagonist’s becoming with a transformation whose end was a new,
somehow more “authentic” or autonomous subject position. Instead, we must understand the shifts
undergone by Cléo/Florence as pointing towards a temporal dimension that destitutes
identification (ego=ego) and whose potentiality emerges as a power of difference. It is this power

of becoming that “conquers” the “source” of women’s’ subjugated position (that source being,

perhaps, the time of action, of the sustained binary oppositions that produced a hierarchy of

% Deleuze, Cinéma 2, p. 256.
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domination), opening onto what Arendt calls the “abyss of freedom.” Putting this creative power
of difference at the center of her film practice through the presence of female walkers and voyantes,
Varda makes possible anew the formation of a collective “we” of feminism that is no longer bound
to the logic of representation, that no longer attempts to “cover over or deny” the aporetic character
of women’s political freedom.%

Varda’s feminist politics are not overlooked then, in a more philosophical reading of Cléo;
filmmaking itself, as thinking or concept making, is revealed to be a creative practice that
inaugurates difference as the very condition of politics. Varda’s images recast feminist politics as
a practice of freedom that seeks out the destruction of a means-end paradigm; her feminism does
not ground itself in a female subject, but rather in the interval between two figures, or between two
images. The question of whether or not Cléo becomes a “fully realized female subject” is thus
erroneous to the formulation of Varda’s feminist politics; political relations, as Zerilli has argued,
are never given in themselves, and have little to do with the pursuit of predetermined group
interests bound together through a common identity or subjectivity. Varda’s figures break apart
subjectivity and employ its shattered fragments in a process of becoming, a process that opens
onto the abyss of freedom which is precisely located in the irrational interval, the fissure opened
up when “an unconnected new event break[s] into the continuum, the sequence of chronological
time.”% While Varda’s films are certainly prone to a liberal feminist interpretation that emphasizes
the politics of representation, the images themselves tell a different story. Chantal Akerman’s

cinema, too, sets out to overturn a certain feminism by proposing radical new forms of image-

92 Zerilli, Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom, p. 25.
9 Hannah Arendt, “The abyss of freedom and the novus ordo seclorum” in The Life of the Mind Vol. 2: Willing,
(San Diego: Harcourt, 1978), p. 208.
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making that offer up the materiality of time to spectators, opening for them the abyss of freedom

as a cavity of fatigue.
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Chapter Two
Dying Inside: Gesture and Exhaustion in Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du
Commerce, 1080, Bruxelles
Bearing Nothing: Gesture and the Domestic

Halfway through Chantal Akerman’s 1975 film Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce,
1080, Bruxelles, a static camera captures widowed housewife Jeanne at her kitchen table peeling
potatoes in silence. For three long minutes the viewer becomes immersed in the rhythm of Jeanne’s
micromovements, painfully aware of the chaos bubbling under the surface of an apparently
harmonious domestic order. In these moments, the cinematic image is made meaningful through
the affective charge transmitted by Jeanne’s gestures rather than by the content of her action. We
feel the pressure of something unbearable mounting within a character whose personality,
sociality, and self-understanding we know almost nothing about—a character presented to the
viewer exclusively through the repetition of domestic tasks that cinema had previously excluded
from its repertoire. In Akerman’s revolutionary film—which has now been recognized by Sight
and Sound as the greatest movie of all time—the otherwise concealed labor of housework is not a
secondary element made meaningful within the context of a dramatic plot, but rather constitutes a
new type of cinema—a cinema of gestures.%

While Deleuze describes postwar cinema as taking on the task of offering up “a little time
in the pure state,” or of creating images capable of breaking our habitual modes of perception and
history, the meaning of these images for a feminist politics remained an open question throughout

his oeuvre. Addressing this question will require an exploration of how within the shift from

movement to time—a shift in modes of framing, cutting, and linking images—women were

% Peter Bradshaw, “Brilliant and radical, Chantal Akerman deserves to top Sight and Sound’s greatest films poll,”
December 1, 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/dec/01/sight-and-sound-female-directed-greatest-film-
of-all-time-chantal-akerman-jeanne-dielman-23-quai-du-commerce-1080-bruxelles (accessed March 22, 2023).



https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/dec/01/sight-and-sound-female-directed-greatest-film-of-all-time-chantal-akerman-jeanne-dielman-23-quai-du-commerce-1080-bruxelles
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2022/dec/01/sight-and-sound-female-directed-greatest-film-of-all-time-chantal-akerman-jeanne-dielman-23-quai-du-commerce-1080-bruxelles
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allowed not just to occupy a role that had previously been reserved for male subjects, but, in
addition, to invent new positions for themselves, places from which to think and create with
images. If Neorealism and its influence on the French New Wave represented a chance for women
to wander through urban space unsupervised, discovering new ways of looking and remembering,
these Italian films also explicitly announced the time-image’s intimate connection to housework
and domestic space. But it wasn’t until Varda’s and, later on, Akerman’s contributions to the body
of avant-garde filmmaking practice of this period that the gestures of the everyday within the
domestic sphere became explicitly bound to a feminist politics of possibility. By exposing the
exhausted female subject as a site for constructing a feminism of possibility that pushes the
boundaries of instrumental, or action-based politics, Akerman and Varda show us what the cinema
of the time-image can do for—and with—women. They expand the notion of the everyday as a
site of banality where “nothing happens,” turning it instead into a field of possibility where women
are no longer condemned to live their marginal freedom inside of a series of events of small order;
they are granted the freedom to explode the frame of understanding of this domestic order,
transforming the everyday into a space of feminist possibility.

The development of the feminist possibilities of the time-image has already begun to be
explored by scholars, most interestingly by Cesare Casarino in his article “Images for Housework:
On the Time of Domestic Labor in Gilles Deleuze’s Philosophy of the Cinema.” He argues that
the proliferation of the “visible evidence of housework™ in postwar cinema is not coincidental, but
necessary to the very concept of the time-image, thus granting the presence of women in the time-

image a logical necessity.®® Scenes of housework, he claims, are those moments where some kind

% Cesare Casarino, “Images for Housework: On the Time of Domestic Labor in Gilles Deleuze’s Philosophy of the
Cinema,” Differences 28, no. 3, (December 2017): p. 67-92.
See also: Teresa Rizzo, Deleuze and Film: A Feminist Introduction (London: Bloomsbury, 2012).
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of potential in representation gets released by turning towards expression, as female characters
bear the weight of time in situations of exhaustion, void, and sensory overflow. Gesture plays a
particularly important role here since the paradigm of action connected to the sensorimotor links
that held together the movement-image is foregone in favor of situations in which characters do
not act, but simply endure. The gestures of the woman who suffers from the exhaustion of her
domestic position are described like those of Deleuze’s Beckettian character; these movements of
the body testify not to being tired, but to being exhausted. And as Deleuze explains, “On était
fatigué de quelque chose, mais épuisé, de rien.”%

In other words, the object of women’s exhaustion is not the housework itself, but rather,
nothing. Once the whole of the possible has been exhausted, there is nothing left to make one tired.
As the ambiguity of the previous phrase suggests, this nothing is actually something—it takes on
certain resonances and that produces “positive” effects in the image. In their book Sex, or the
Unbearable, Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman together define the so-called negativity of the
“nothing” as “the psychic and social incoherences and divisions, conscious and unconscious alike,
that trouble any totality or fixity of identity.”®’ Opening up the psychoanalytic discourse of
negativity to the insights of affect studies, Berlant and Edelman claim for the former a
transformative potential, “the energy that allows for the possibility of change.” It is this type of
negativity—the “nothing” or disjunction that provokes “toutes les fatigues du monde”—that takes

on a form of its own in the image via the gestures of domestic work.%® I argue that Akerman’s

% Gilles Deleuze, “L’Epuisé,” in Quad et autres piéces pour la television suivi de L Epuisé par Gilles Deleuze,
(Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1992), p. 59.

In Domietta Torlasco’s video essay “Philosophy in the Kitchen”, she too makes explicit reference to this quote with
reference to images of women’s domestic work. Interestingly, Torlasco puts the quote in the mouths of the female
characters her montage links together, forming a collective “we” that asserts: “When exhausted, we have exhausted
the whole of the possible.”

9 Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman, Sex, or the Unbearable (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), p. viii.

% Berlant and Edelman, Sex, p. viii.

® Deleuze, Cinéma 2; L’ image-temps (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1985), p. 266.
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Jeanne creatively figures the relationship between this ontological fatigue and gesture by offering
up a paradigmatic form of nothingness—women’s domestic labor—and showing it to us by way
of the virtual image that frees itself up once the end of the possible has been reached. It is through
the emergence of this virtual potential that we can access the feminism of possibility that
Akerman’s film constructs. Not only does Jeanne masterfully construct a cinematic world in which
something new becomes possible for feminist thought, but she also clarifies a whole constellation
of Deleuzian concepts linked to “toutes les fatigues du monde”—the unbearable, the nothing, and
the sickness of Chronos. The aim of my reading is to clarify what these concepts mean for cinema
as well as what they mean for women.

Jeanne is one of the most important films in history to thematize the relationship between
death and domestic labor.1® Beyond this linkage between death and the domestic, what interests
me here in particular is the way in which Akerman privileges gestures of exhaustion, showing how
a woman coming up against the fatigue of the world transforms, cinematically, the space of the
everyday into a place for thinking possibility and freedom beyond the routines to which she is
bound. By employing a minimalist, hyperrealist cinematic style that is totally emptied out of
psychological drama, Akerman uses the exhaustion of small gestures in order to divest from modes
of fantasy, or what Berlant and Edelman connect to the passive dream of a better life that appears
to the subject as a “consolation for living on.”*%* While the realm of fantasy may seem to open
onto endless possibilities, it paradoxically ties the subject to the world they already know,

foreclosing upon the possibility of the new. While we can never be done with fantasy entirely,

100 While Martha Rosler’s 1975 short film “Semiotics of the Kitchen” already established a critical link between the
space of the domestic interior and violence, | continue in this tradition while shifting the focus to scenes of death,
where violence is at once evenly distributed affectively through the repetitions of the death drive and concentrated in
the moment of murder or suicide. Torlasco also addresses the violence of murder as the “aberrant offspring of
domestic labor” in her short film “Philosophy in the Kitchen.”

101 Berlant and Edelman, Sex, p. 39.
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gesture pushes at its limits—which are also the limits of the exhausted body—where we might
glimpse a true territory of potentiality, where a non-domesticated form of thought becomes
available to us.

In Akerman’s film, it is the work of reproducing the home that provokes Jeanne’s fatigue.
But Akerman also succeeds in transferring this exhaustion of the body and the possible onto the
viewer, whose own fatigue is then put to work against work—domestic work, that is—and allowed
to participate in the gestural breaking down of fantasy that opens up thought to its outside. This
transfer, which shifts away from the typologies of desire linked to the subject’s structuring fantasy,
opens the psychoanalytic concept of transference to a latent creativity residing within it. Akerman
invents a form of non-domesticated transference, a transference between screen and viewer that is
no longer a “bridle,” and indeed leads one away from the “cure.” Freud himself had already
theorized the radical, and potentially dangerous, nature of “unbridled” transference. In

“Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through” he writes:

Occasionally there are also bound to be cases where one does not have the time to put the bridle
of transference on a patient’s rampant drives, or where the patient in the course of an act of
repetition destroys the bond that ties him to the treatment.%

Could Akerman’s cinematic gestures—her repetitions that eat away at fantasy by always coming
back to the same place—be likened to this act of repetition that destroys the subject’s bond to a
sujet supposeé savoir, delivering her over to the drive rather than to the cure?%® Akerman certainly

“has the time”, but she uses it to develop a radical form of cinematographic transference that allows

102 Sigmund Freud, “Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through,” in Beyond the Pleasure Principle and Other
Writings, (London: Penguin Books, 2003), p. 40.

103 I his eleventh seminar, Lacan introduces this term to define the phenomenon of transference in analysis when he
says, “Des qu’il y a quelque part le sujet suppose savoir...il y a le transfert.” He will come to understand the end of
the analysis—and of the transference—as the moment at which the analyst falls from this position of knowledge.
Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire Livre XI, Les quatres concepts fondamentaux de la psychanalyse, ed. Jacques-Alain
Miller, (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1973), p. 258.
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something to leak across the screen. Uninterested in taming rampant drives, Akerman instead
develops the potentials of an affect that is not tamed or minimized. It is this power of a potential
that is allowed to go unresolved, that does not end with the emergence of a new signifier, that is at
the heart of Akerman’s feminist politics. In Jeanne, this politics sets out the very specific stakes
of this politics for the female subject, or the one who is relegated to the domestic interior. “Dying
inside”—in both the literal and the metaphorical senses—is thus transformed into the “inside
dying”—a death by a thousand gestures of the domestic sphere as the banal, everyday space of
women., 04

Gesture, as it emerges from the Latin root gerere, is attached to an idea of bearing oneself
and one’s assigned task; women who have been relegated to the domestic sphere must not just
make the home (as “homemakers”), but they must also bear it. Beyond that, they bear the fatigue
of nothing formulated by Deleuze, or the exhaustion of using up all the possibilities of one’s life
and still having to live on. Gesture, in this sense of bearing the self and coming up against nothing,
is an interruption of the “bad” versions of aesthetics (an end in itself) and politics (a means to an
end) that, according to Agamben, plague artistic creation.1® As Deleuze insists, the exhaustion

provoked by nothing relies upon a combinatory of variables that functions “a condition de renoncer

104 Wendy Wall has argued that early modern dramatists succeeded in “defamiliarizing ordinary domestic life” by
introducing themes that transformed the banality of the home into an unsettling discourse about the bizarre,
disquieting nature of everyday experience. Interestingly, Wall ends up arguing (historically) for domesticity as a
realm of fantasy that allowed for new modes of modeling English national identity onstage. My account, while also
foregrounding something like the defamiliarization of the everyday domestic, goes in the opposite direction; these
films posit gesture as an alternative to fantasy, thus divesting from modes of identity formation.

See: Wendy Wall, Staging Domesticity: Household Work and English Identity in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002).

105 Agamben privileges the ethical as that territory where a pure means might emerge. For him, all discourses of
aesthetics have been tainted by the idea of a pure ends, re-inscribing themselves within the domain of positive law.
See: Giorgio Agamben, “Notes on Gesture” in Means without End: Notes on Politics, trans. Cesare Casarino and
Vincenzo Binetti, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), p. 48-59.
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a tout ordre de preference et a toute organisation de but, a toute signification.”% In other words,
the gestures of bearing this nothing are indeed suspended from any predetermined ends.
Akerman’s film privileges gesture not only in order to emphasize and give visibility to the
experience of women in the domestic sphere, but in order to provide an alternative way of thinking
about the structure of this sphere, the preconditions that determine its sensory organization, and,
ultimately, how to destroy it. This shift away from a representative mode of expression in
filmmaking and towards formal innovation that provoked non-instrumental forms of philosophical
and political reflection was radically ahead of its time and continues to challenge dominate models
of politics and aesthetics today. Especially in feminist film scholarship, representative models of
politics and aesthetics have been difficult to break with, given the fact that women have indeed
suffered from a lack of visibility. In the seventies, when Akerman began making films and Varda
had already established herself as a female visionary in the French-speaking cinema world, radical
politics demanded that women speak up and show themselves. It is my aim not to show the failure
of this model, but rather to point to its weaknesses and demonstrate how we might push against its
limits, specifically when it comes to interpreting films and identifying the relationship between
forms of cinematic expression and the politics they make possible. In Akerman’s Jeanne, gesture’s

destitution of fantasy is the specific mode by which expression saps representation.

Feminism and Cinema; From Representation to Creation
The most important reference for understanding the political claims of European feminists
in the 1970s, specifically with regard to domestic labor, is Silvia Federici’s 1975 polemic “Wages

Against Housework™ in which she argues that women’s struggle to attain pay in exchange for

106 Deleuze, “L’Epuisé,” p. 59.
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domestic labor is the basis of a revolutionary political perspective.'%” Federici demonstrates that
because it is unwaged—and was destined to be so from the very beginning of capitalism—
housework has been transformed into a natural attribute of the female character, something that is
not only unavoidable, but, additionally, appears to satisfy an innate need or aspiration. Women, in
turn, cannot struggle against the oppression of the domestic since it is posited as existing outside
the sphere of labor. As Federici puts it, “We are seen as nagging bitches, not workers in a
struggle.”'% Capital hides the work of “physical, emotional, and sexual services” that women
perform, denying it a wage and transforming it into an “act of love.” In turn, struggling for wages
for housework isn’t comparable to male workers struggling for better salaries; it is more
revolutionary in the sense that it is a direct struggle against a social role imputed to all women. By
forcing capital to restructure social relations in a way that unifies the working class, wages for
housework challenges the ways in which capital maintains its power. To make such a demand of
capital is to at once make visible that women’s minds, bodies, and emotions have been “distorted
for a specific function” and to expose the fact that women’s physical and emotional labor creates
value for capital.

It is easy to see the appeal of Federici’s argument, particularly regarding feminist
filmmaking practices of the seventies that positioned themselves as carrying out a radical politics
through the very act of representing women’s domestic tasks. Making visible the “social real” of

everyday life or, as Akerman herself says, “prenant les images. ..les plus dévalorisées” 1% is indeed

07 Federici, along with Selma James, Brigitte Galtier, and Mariarosa Dalla Costa, formed the “Wages for
Housework Movement” in 1972 after having worked with the International Feminist Collective. The movement first
spread across several cities in Italy before Federici established the “Wages for Housework Committee” in Brooklyn,
New York in 1975.

See: Silvia Federici, Wages Against Housework (Bristol and London: Power of Women Collective and The Falling
Wall Press, 1975).

108 Federici, Wages, 3.

109 Marie-Claude Treilhou, “Interview-Chantal Akerman: ‘La vie, il faut la mettre en scéne’,” Cinéma 76, no. 206,
(February 1976) : p. 93.
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radical insofar as it challenges an entire tradition of classical cinema within which women have
been reduced to negative roles circling around the male protagonist—considered the “true subject
of history,” the only one granted the possibility of struggle. “The simple gesture of directing a
camera towards a woman,” Mary Ann Doane reminds us, “has become equivalent to a terrorist
act.”110
One cannot deny that the gains made in this period afforded feminism a newfound
freedom—a freedom in what one represents. But the subsequent desire for a faithful representation
of women’s work, for a newfound visibility of something that is, so to speak, “hidden,” limits the
political possibilities of cinema. As Olivia and Christinia Landry point out, implicit in both the
Wages for Housework Movement and the representative claims for aesthetics that accompany it is
the idea that housework has some kind of transformative potential. On the contrary, they claim
that “the nothingness that is housework epitomizes the complete absence of possibility and
transformation.”*'* We can take their most radical claim even further by insisting that it is the
exhaustion provoked by this nothingness itself—once detached from the sphere of the domestic
and its corresponding chores—that does contain some possibility for transformation, as it opens
onto the potential of something new.
However, the emergent freedom contained in the possibility opened up by the nothing that
triggers female exhaustion arises not because women’s fatigue is represented in the image—that
is, reduplicated, verified, or transmitted—but rather because the image of the woman bearing this

ontological fatigue emerges in the interval between perception and action, where movements of

the body detached from any predetermined goal—as affective movements—are released. In the

110 Mary Ann Doane, “Woman’s Stake: Filming the Female Body”, October 17, (Summer 1981): p. 22.
111 QOlivia Landry & Christinia Landry, “Torlasco’s ‘Philosophy in the Kitchen’: Image, Domestic Labor, and The
Gendered Embodiment of Time,” New Review of Film and Television Studies 17, no. 4 (2019): p. 468.
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cinema of the time-image, because the center of perception that previously organized sensory data
has been dispersed, this interval is no longer covered over as what might disturb the organization
of sensory data into knowledge (cutting out the part of the image that is interesting for action);
instead, the interval takes on a value in itself, releasing gestures as movements in between images
that have the power to break apart the clichés of which those images are composed. If an image of
women’s work is already capable of disturbing the order of the world, then an image of women’s
work that emerges in the interval between perception and action has the power to destroy it. It is
precisely in this interval between images that gesture emerges, providing an entirely new way of
linking images together.

These films show us how a movement from the representational model of politics to one
based on creation is carried out by the gestures of women’s exhaustion and, more specifically, of
this exhaustion being put to work. In scenes of fatigue, we witness the complications of identity
and its loss; if the weakness of representational politics resides in its urging us to adhere to an
identity that is itself a vector of exploitation and domination, then affection allows not only for the
loss of that identity, but for a contemplation and development of one’s clinging to that loss itself.
A radical politics as an abolitionary politics (of identities as well as norms, institutions, roles, etc.)
is thus nuanced in order to make space for the gestural and the affective; and these are not just
minor aspects of the political but (as we can see from the reading of Deleuze above) what make
politics possible in the first place. Akerman constructs this politics of the possible in the domestic
sphere, where the everyday—released from the interval where it was reduced to banality—is no
longer the space where “nothing happens”; instead, the everyday becomes the site of thinking

beyond utilitarianism and necessity, where the possibility of women’s freedom emerges.
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Jeanne Dielman; Gesture, Order, and Neurosis

Akerman’s film is an excruciating cinematic experience; for three hours and twenty
minutes the viewer looks on as the banal routine of a forty-something widowed housewife and
mother (her taciturn, teenage son lives with her) slowly unravels over the course of three days, one
missing button at a time. Tightly framed and strikingly uniform throughout in texture and rhythm,
Akerman’s acclaimed film draws the viewer into its long, actionless takes by creating a certain
complicity between Jeanne and her observers. What was, at the start, almost unbearable (a real-
time scene of Jeanne making breaded veal cutlets that goes on for more than fifteen minutes, for
example) eventually becomes familiar and even desired on the part of the one who watches. We
desire to see Jeanne repeat the tasks in her routine and at the same time we want to see her falter,
every hair out of place providing a jolt of “materialist melodrama.”*2

The intensity of the gaze upon Jeanne’s domestic existence is escalated by the fact that her
afternoon prostitution (she receives one client per day at the apartment) is almost totally elided.
Tasks like making meatloaf, peeling potatoes, eating dinner in silence with her son, or washing up
are given the importance of real-time representation, while the sexual act is completely omitted.
The episodes of Jeanne’s prostitution are indicated only by the flicking of a light switch in between
the male clients’ arrivals and departures. If, at the time that it was made, the film inscribed itself
into a feminist discourse of representing social reality, it also knowingly drove that imperative into
the territory of its limits, there where faithful representation tipped into the literalness and self-
reflexivity of an avant-garde aesthetic. As lvone Margulies points out in her seminal study of the

film, Nothing Happens: Chantal Akerman’s Hyperrealist Everyday, the total elision of the

112 «“Materialist melodrama” should be contrasted with the commonsense notion of melodrama which would be
linked to the genre in which the psychological development of characters within a traditional plot provides for a
certain amount of tension, expectation, catharsis, etc. Instead, the materialist melodrama makes the modulations of
matter itself the site of tension and expectation.
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prostitution scenes along with Akerman’s relentless consistency of the static frame created the
effect of a wavering between the registers of minimalism and performativity.'!2 The result is a film
that engages both feminist debates about representation, labor, and value, and cinema’s own self-
reflections on representation, time, and formal innovation.

These reflections emerge in the cramped space of the domestic interior, there where the
emergence of the new appears as an interruption that disturbs and undermines a well-ordered
routine; the structure of the film mirrors this logic, constructed as a painstakingly long build-up
that establishes the domestic order followed by a series of little breakdowns in that order before
the arrival of a shocking climax. Domietta Torlasco has recently argued that this “emergence of a
disorder...breaks with the logic of equalization at work in the rest of the film,” culminating in the
release of an excess that transforms the value of conjunction—that is, of the interval—for the
image and makes the domestic order quiver.''* I follow Torlasco’s account of the importance of
the interval while shifting the focus onto the ways in which Jeanne’s routine is made up of a series
of ritualized gestures, bodily attitudes or “attitudes du corps” particular to the female character that
seem to be at once totally in control and executed at the limits of the subject’s capacity to act.
Without pathologizing Jeanne, we can say that it is in part her obsessive-compulsive tendency that
makes every gesture appear as a smooth, deliberate execution. Nevertheless, the exhaustion, or the
bearing nothing that underlies each micromovement eventually bursts to the surface of the image,

shattering her identity and displacing the fantasy that supports it, making way for something new.

113 See in particular: Ivone Margulies, “The Equivalence of Events: Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce, 1080
Bruxelles” in Nothing Happens: Chantal Akerman’s Hyperrealist Everyday (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996),
65-99.

114 Domietta Torlasco, The Rhythm of Images; Cinema Beyond Measure (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota
Press, 2021), p. 61.
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The series of breakdowns that Jeanne undergoes are made readable to the viewer not
through a logic of melodrama—which would be linked to fantasy—but rather by way of a slight
displacement of gesture. Time presents itself in the image when gestures are released from the
interval and given their own weight and attention. Through the repetition of these gestures and the
ways in which they show the exhaustion of the actual (possibilities) of a life, the domestic sphere
as the place of women’s banality and secondariness is denaturalized. The banal everyday is
transformed into the event-everyday, where what takes place is nothing less than a complete
rupture of the frames of understanding that legitimize the precedence of the masculine.

The film’s first scene maps out the territory of Jeanne’s domestic interior by building a
connection between exhaustion and compulsion. It seems to the viewer as if Jeanne’s obsessive
compulsion is a permanent state that doesn’t permit fatigue. What is demanded of her is continuous
absorption in the work at hand and a smooth covering over of any interval that might appear as a
gap in her routine.'®® In the film’s opening images, as she prepares the potatoes that will
accompany that evening’s dinner, Jeanne’s gestures are assured and confident, devoid of any trace
of weariness or hesitation. The deliberateness with which she unbuttons her apron and hangs it on
a hook off-screen before washing and meticulously drying her hands signals not only her complete

immersion in a routine, but additionally, a bodily adherence to that routine that is at once unwilled

115 There is much to be said about absorption and theatricality in Jeanne that must, unfortunately, be left out here.
Suffice it to say that in another work about Jeanne one might argue that it is a film that strikes a devastating blow at
Michael Fried’s famous theses in Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and the Beholder in the Age of Diderot.
What Fried’s argument is incapable of assimilating—and it does present itself as a totalizing thesis about the
“ontological basis of modern art”—is an entire twentieth-century tradition of theater that precisely engages and
assimilates concepts of antitheatricality. Akerman’s materialist melodrama relies upon absorption precisely to draw
attention to the frame as a device that exhausts the viewer, provoking not a “pure” contemplation of the image but an
uneven, affectively charged spectatorship.

See: Absorption and Theatricality; Painting and the Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1980).

On the concept of antitheatricality see: Martin Puchner, Stage Fright; Modernism, Anti-theatricality, and Drama
(Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins University Press: 2002).
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and pleasurable, a seeming contradiction. Impelled by a necessity that seems to come from the
outside but has been transferred in the psyche into an inner impulse that “belongs” to her, Jeanne
emits all the classic signs of the obsessive-compulsive character who longs not for autonomy, but
only to be able to comply to an external demand.

Her relentless absorption is mirrored by the way in which she is filmed: by a static camera,
silently, and in real-time. The absence of extradiegetic sound, dialogue, camera movement, and
action creates a tedious frame that is indeed exhausting for the viewer to hold in attention. But if
it is difficult for us to watch Jeanne, it also seems necessary; there is an element that prevents us
from looking away, but what is it? On the one hand, we can agree with Margulies that what binds
the viewer to Jeanne’s world is an oscillation between the “too much” and the “too little” that the
image provides; hyperrealism indeed contains within itself the competing tendencies of rarefaction
and intensification, and these may construct a dramatic world of their own.% But this frame also
produces another effect that binds the viewer to Jeanne and her self-legitimizing order; it makes
itself necessary to the viewer by transferring the weight of Jeanne’s fatigue—what she cannot
permit herself to feel but what constitutes the “real” of her experience—onto the spectator. In other
words, we are bound to the image of Jeanne’s banal, everyday gestures through the difficulty of
looking. What’s more, as viewing subjects, we are made to put this exhaustion of looking 