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ABSTRACT 

 

According to the latest Celluloid Ceiling Report, conducted by the Center for the Study 

of Women in Television and Film at San Diego State University, only 7% of all directors 

working on the top 250 films in the United States in 2014 were women. These bleak statistics no 

doubt replicate the condition of women in countless other national cinemas. It is, therefore, 

critical that more attention be given to the women who do manage to succeed in the male-

dominated film industry. In my dissertation, I examine the work of two major French women 

filmmakers, Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis, who have resisted the kind of marginalization 

and even erasure of women’s presence which this data represents, achieving along the way 

distinction not just in the French, but in the global cinema context. I analyze their work primarily 

through the lens of auteur theory and the Cixousian notion of the feminine. 

For the purpose of this work, I define an auteur as a filmmaker who has established a 

distinctive but evolving style as well as a set of thematic preoccupations across a significant 

number of films and a considerable span of time and whose films are recognizable no matter the 

subject they treat or the context in which they are made. At its inception, auteur theory signaled a 

radical break with the tradition of film adaptations and literary screenplays that either did not 

understand or did not care to exploit the specificity of the filmic medium. Yet, in spite of the 

revolutionary aspects of auteurism, it has remained somewhat regressive in its recognition of and 

engagement with gender problematics. The putative gender neutrality of auteurism is, in practice, 

an assumption of masculinity. Female film directors who achieve auteur status (a minority 

compared to the number of men given the same consideration) are then marked by their 

difference, they are not simply auteurs but female auteurs. While this designation is potentially 

limiting, I assert that it is, in fact, a valuable designation, since it has opened up a space for 
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female filmmakers to rewrite dominant cultural narratives and from a feminine perspective. 

Claire Denis and Catherine Breillat consistently practice a feminine form of filmmaking, that is, 

filmmaking that opposes through form and representation, the logical, teleological narratives and 

adherence to patriarchal values associated with traditional filmmaking. While traditional, 

masculine filmmaking is designed to halt the proliferation of meaning, feminine filmmaking 

allows for ellipses, creates a space for the unsaid and the unknowable; it asks questions but does 

not answer them; it allows the reader or viewer to participate in the production of meaning. 

These are the kinds of films that Denis and Breillat are making and they need to be recognized 

for their exemplary artistic contributions as well as the space they have created for others to 

challenge the status quo in the film industry.  
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PUBLIC ABSTRACT 

 

In this dissertation, I examine the work of two major French women filmmakers, 

Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis, who have both have achieved distinction not just in the 

French, but in the global cinema context. I analyze their work primarily through the lens of 

auteur theory and the Cixousian notion of the feminine. For the purpose of this work, I define an 

auteur as a filmmaker who has established a distinctive but evolving style as well as a set of 

thematic preoccupations across a significant number of films and a considerable span of time and 

whose films are recognizable no matter the subject they treat or the context in which they are 

made. And when I write about feminine filmmaking, I am referring to a form of filmmaking that 

opposes through form and representation, the logical, teleological narratives and adherence to 

patriarchal values associated with traditional filmmaking. While traditional, masculine 

filmmaking is designed to halt the proliferation of meaning, feminine filmmaking asks questions 

but does not answer them; it leaves room for the unsaid and the unknowable; it creates space for 

the viewer to participate in the process of meaning making, space for an opening of possibilities. 

It is precisely within these interstitial spaces that there is the possibility for an elaboration of 

meaning that exists “outside” of our ideological reality. And it is only here, within this feminine 

space, that there is any hope to subvert the dominant fiction. 
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CHAPTER ONE: AUTEURISM AND THE FEMININE 

 

 The question of authorship has long been central to debates around the production of 

meaning in film. In the decade before François Truffaut called for la politique des auteurs 

(1954), Alexandre Astruc was already analogizing film directors to writers, the camera to the pen 

(la caméra-stylo), promoting the idea of the filmmaker as the sole author of his films, just as the 

writer had been undisputedly considered the sole creator of his novels. Although more of an 

interpretive model/perspective than a theory itself, the concept of auteurism has had far-reaching 

effects on film theory and has helped shape the way that films are produced and received.  And 

while the auteur concept has had influence on a global scale, it is still firmly rooted in the French 

context, remaining inextricably linked to art house cinema and artisanal modes of film 

production which have continued to distinguish French cinema from the hegemonic Hollywood 

system in this increasingly globalized age. 

At its inception, auteurism signaled a radical break with the tradition of film adaptations 

and literary screenplays that either did not understand or did not care to exploit the specificity of 

the filmic medium. This new formulation represented definitive progress and allowed for a 

different approach to filmmaking that made form as important as, or even more important than, 

content. Yet, in spite of the revolutionary aspects of auteurism, it has remained somewhat 

regressive in its recognition of and engagement with gender problematics. The putative gender 

neutrality of auteurism is, in practice, an assumption of masculinity. Female film directors who 

achieve auteur status (a minority compared to the number of men given the same consideration) 

are then marked by their difference, they are not simply auteurs but female auteurs. While this 

designation is potentially limiting, it has nonetheless opened up a space for female filmmakers to 

rewrite dominant (read: phallogocentric) cultural narratives and from a feminine perspective. 
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Whether or not women filmmakers willingly embrace the name (and many do not), there is 

nonetheless a value to be found in its application and even in its very existence.  

As B. Ruby Rich explained it in 1980, “The situation for women working in filmmaking 

and criticism…is precarious. While our work is no longer invisible, and not yet unspeakable, it 

still goes dangerously unnamed” (27). She is referring here to “that intersection of cinema and 

the women’s movement…variously called ‘films by women,’ ‘feminist film,’ ‘images of women 

in film,’ and ‘women’s films.’” For Rich, it is the “lack of proper name” that points to a larger 

blind spot in feminist film criticism. Although she is, here, more focused on issues involving 

feminist film criticism, and therefore reception, Rich nonetheless includes women filmmakers in 

her consideration of this dilemma. In her discussion of feminism’s contributions, Rich valorizes 

“women’s insistence on conducting the analysis, making the statements, in unsullied terms, in 

forms not already associated with the media’s oppressiveness toward women” (27). She 

maintains that it is “this freshness of discourse and distrust of traditional modes of articulation 

that placed feminist cinema in a singular position vis-à-vis both the dominant cinema and the 

avant-garde in the early 1970s” (27-28). The “freshness of discourse” she mentions brings to 

mind the écriture féminine which Hélène Cixous outlined in her famous essay “Le rire de la 

Méduse (The Laugh of the Medusa)”  

Cixous’s thoughts on l’écriture féminine can help to inform the discussion of a feminine 

form of filmmaking. So, what is l’écriture féminine? Why do we need writing that is distinctly 

feminine? And how is this writing (or how would it be) different from just writing, which can be 

coded as masculine? These are key questions that have been asked for decades and which do not 

necessarily have clearly defined answers. But one of the qualities I would associate with 

feminine writing would be a willingness to let questions go unanswered, to let the asking of the 
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question be more important than whatever might be discovered as a result. And so it is in 

theoretical discussions of what it is for women to write themselves. As long as we continue to 

ask these questions, we are engaging in an ongoing pursuit of something that has the potential to 

disturb or subvert the status quo. In order to do so, though, as Cixous makes clear, women must 

write and they must write themselves. She recognizes and insists on the need for feminine 

writing, but refuses to give a fixed definition of what that would be. Cixous does, however, 

detail, throughout her essay, what her expectations are for this potential form of writing: 

I shall speak about women’s writing: about what it will do. Woman must write her self: 

must write about women and bring women to writing, from which they have been driven 

away violently as from their bodies – for the same reasons, by the same law, with the 

same fatal goal. Woman must put herself into the text – as into the world and into history 

– by her own movement. (875) 

In Cixous’s estimation, for a woman, writing is a revolutionary act by which she not only breaks 

into the male-dominated field of literature, but one by which she also, as a result, reinserts 

herself into the history, into the grand narrative, from which her presence has been erased. She 

reasserts her existence and therefore disrupts the system which has been carefully crafted to push 

her down and out. Cixous writes about the female body as the source of and site for the 

revolutionary writing practice she envisions. For this reason, she has been criticized for having 

proposed an essentialist and essentializing form of writing. If we approach the writing of the 

body instead as a rhetorical strategy, we can move beyond this criticism to arrive at the crux of 

Cixous’s argument: “writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the space that can serve 

as a springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of a transformation of social 

and cultural structures” (879). Because women have been alienated from both writing and their 
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bodies, it is through the reclaiming of their bodies that Cixous hopes to see them reclaim their 

right to write. The body becomes so important in this process because the body in many ways 

determines lived experience. It is no secret that women are oppressed by the patriarchal societies 

in which they live and so it not surprising that this oppression plays itself out in their interaction 

with the world. Elaine Showalter argues that a “theory based on a model of women's culture can 

provide a more complete and satisfying way to talk about the specificity and difference of 

women's writing than theories based in biology, linguistics, or psychoanalysis,” precisely 

because “a theory of culture incorporates ideas about woman's body, language, and psyche but 

interprets them in relation to the social contexts in which they occur” (197). Showalter finds 

value in the “study of biological imagery in women’s writing,” with the caveat that any such 

study acknowledges the “factors other than anatomy” that inform it (189). Showalter concedes 

that “[i]deas about the body are fundamental to understanding how women conceptualize their 

situation in society,” but adds that “there can be no expression of the body which is unmediated 

by linguistic, social and literary structures” (189). As a point of departure for this cultural 

approach to feminist criticism of women’s writing, Showalter takes Edwin Ardener’s suggestion 

that women are “a muted group, the boundaries of whose culture and reality overlap, but are not 

wholly contained by, the dominant (male) group” (199). Ardener diagrams this relationship as 

“intersecting circles” such that “the muted circle Y falls within the boundaries of dominant circle 

X” while leaving “a crescent of Y which is outside the dominant boundary and therefore (in 

Ardener's terminology) ‘wild’” (200). Showalter argues that it is this “wild zone” that “French 

feminist critics would like to make…the base of women’s difference…the place for the 

revolutionary women’s language” (201). Showalter locates within this wild zone both Cixous’ 

Méduse and Monique Wittig’s guérillères (201).  And it is “through voluntary entry into the wild 
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zone” that, “a woman can write her way out of the ‘cramped confines of patriarchal space” (201). 

When experience and the female body are thus conceptualized, we can see that it is the conscious 

decision to write from this place, rather than the anatomy of the writer, that allows for a feminine 

writing practice.  

In her gloss of the literary canon, Cixous identifies very few women who have practiced 

what she recognizes as feminine writing, explaining that most of the work by women writers is 

“in no way different from male writing” and “either obscures or reproduces the classic 

representations of women” (878). Ultimately, Cixous is saying that women must write, but that 

writing alone is not enough. Women must find a way to reconnect to their bodies, to their bodily 

experience, in order to find a new form of a writing, a form which does not simply reproduce 

male writing. Cixous recognizes the source of this reproduction of the system, even in texts 

written by women, in the fact that women have been driven away from their bodies. And just as 

women will not automatically produce feminine writing, it is not impossible for a man to do so. 

In a footnote, Cixous gives Colette, Marguerite Duras, and Jean Genet as the only examples she 

has seen of “inscriptions of femininity” (879). She does not explicitly state what she sees in those 

authors’ works that marks them as distinctly feminine, but one can draw the conclusion that the 

feminine aspect of their work is evident in their attempts to write their lived experience and to do 

so in a way that challenges conventions of literature, language, and representation. If Jean Genet 

managed to produce writing that Cixous considered feminine, it is perhaps due to his experience 

as a homosexual man who also spent time on the margins of society; his marginalized identity 

and his willingness to depict his experience honestly could contribute to his ability to create 

feminine writing. In this case, “feminine” in its opposition to “masculine” could be broadened to 

mean writing that has been produced by someone with a marginalized identity who writes from a 
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place of lived experience and does so in such a way that it challenges the patriarchal structures 

which have been the pillars of artistic creation. There is also, of course, the question of the form 

the writing takes. It is likely within the poetic nature of Genet’s prose that Cixous finds evidence 

of the feminine.  

 The fact that women, too, participate in their own repression underlines the urgency of 

the need for this new form of writing. It is clear that many women either become complicit in 

their own repression by reproducing the model of masculine writing or else never dare to write at 

all: 

And why don’t you write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your body is yours, 

take it. I know why you haven’t written. (And why I didn’t write before the age of 27.) 

Because writing is at once too high, too great for you, it’s reserved for the great – that is, 

for ‘great men’; and it’s ‘silly.’ (876) 

Women have been taught and have internalized this idea that great literature is always written by 

men because it is works by men which have been chosen – by men – for the literary canon. She 

believes that literature itself is fixed and that if she wants to write something, it must somehow 

imitate the works of those men who have been deemed “great.” But not only must women dare to 

write, in spite of those internal and external voices which warn them against it, they must also 

write in such a way that is their own and not merely attempt to conform to the standards set by 

‘great men.’ 

In the same way that the canon of ‘great’ literature has been carefully curated by men, so 

too has the system in which this literature is produced been organized around an exaltation of 

male writing and a rejection of the feminine: 
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Write, let no one hold you back, let nothing stop you: not man; not the imbecilic capitalist 

machinery, in which publishing houses are the crafty, obsequious relayers of imperatives 

handed down by an economy that works against us and off our backs; and not yourself. 

Smug-faced readers, managing editors, and big bosses don’t like the true texts of women 

– female-sexed texts. That kind scares them. (Cixous 877) 

The system by which texts are published is also controlled by men in whose best interest it is to 

keep the status quo. Women are deterred from writing not only by cultural and societal pressure, 

but also by the institutions which have been put into place by those cultures and societies. This 

phenomenon is by no means limited to the world of publishing. Women have faced similar 

obstacles in the film industry, in France and elsewhere. In spite of the progress that has been 

made, women directors remain a minority (see below). It is therefore imperative that women use 

the limited opportunities they do have (in all fields) to make a space for non-phallocentric 

writing in all its forms, to establish what feminine writing will be.  

Just as Cixous loosely outlines what feminine writing will be, she also offers some 

insight into what male writing is. In Cixous’s estimation, feminine writing remains for the most 

part a future possibility, while male writing is a historical fact: 

I mean it when I speak of male writing. I maintain unequivocally that there is such a thing 

as marked writing; that, until now, far more extensively and repressively than is ever 

suspected or admitted, writing has been run by a libidinal and cultural – hence politically, 

typically masculine – economy; that this is a locus where the repression of women has 

been perpetuated, over and over, more or less consciously and in a manner that’s 

frightening since it’s often hidden or adorned with the mystifying charms of fiction… 

(879) 
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In literature and film, works by male writers and filmmakers tend to go unmarked, because they 

are considered the norm. But what Cixous wants us to understand is that male writing is not 

neutral and it is not ungendered. And that as long as masculine writing remains unmarked, it will 

continue to pass itself off as the standard by which all other writing is measured. In order to 

make room for feminine writing, it is first necessary to call masculine writing by its name, to 

make clear that “traditional,” “great” literature is, in fact, overwhelmingly male. Because 

masculine writing has, for centuries, disguised itself as Fiction, it has been able to shape the 

standards of what writing “should” be and has perpetuated the masculine version of reality which 

does everything in its power to relegate women to the margins or erase them altogether. As 

Cixous says:   

Nearly the entire history of writing is confounded with the history of reason, of which it 

is at once the effect, the support, and one of the privileged alibis. It has been one with the 

phallocentric tradition. It is indeed that same self-admiring, self-stimulating, self-

congratulatory phallocentrism…With some exceptions, for there have been failures – and 

if it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t be writing (I-woman, escapee) – in that enormous 

machine that has been operating and turning out its ‘truth’ for centuries. (879) 

This is the insidious, self-fulfilling “truth” which has obscured or removed the work of women 

writers from the canon until such a point as they are “rescued” later on by feminist critics and 

theorists. It must be noted that while Cixous’s attention was focused on writing, that does not 

limit the applicability of her theorizing to literature. We can just as easily transpose these 

concepts in order to talk about film, especially if we consider filmmaking as a kind of authorship. 

And although my research here will be limited to the work of two French women filmmakers, 
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my hope is that just as a space is being opened for feminine writing, there will, at the same time, 

be new spaces opened for other marginalized groups and identities.  

Let us return to the discussion of auteurism and its relationship with feminine 

filmmaking. Although the notion of the auteur has had a profound effect on film criticism, it is 

not without its complications. There is first of all the apparent conflict between the romanticized 

ideal of the film as an expression of the director’s unique artistic vision and the much more 

practical notion of the film as the product of a necessarily collaborative effort. It is also 

necessary to contend with the ways in which “the notion of authorship and more specifically the 

French-based idea of the auteur produced effects of gender bias in film discourse” (Maule 22). 

Although there is nothing in the definition of the auteur that specifically excludes women, female 

filmmakers have nonetheless been marginalized, considered exceptional cases in the male-

dominated world of auteur filmmaking, and filmmaking in general. The relationship between 

women filmmakers and auteurism is complicated by the fact that female authorship is seen as a 

“marker of difference, defined in relation to male authorial models of representation” (Maule 

22). There is an implicit expectation that women directors will by default take a feminine and/or 

feminist approach to filmmaking, although no such claims are made about masculinity in films 

made by men; the work of male directors generally goes unmarked, while films made by women 

are often reflexively gendered. But, perhaps paradoxically, many women filmmakers “tend to 

demarcate themselves from gender-specific feminist categories, even when their films privilege 

female characters and focus on women’s issues” (191). Maule explains that this position both 

implies “an oversight of the patriarchal ideology still prominent in many contexts of film 

production and reception” and “reveals a pragmatic strategy of disengagement from the 

ideological constraints that have traditionally confined women’s subject positions and 
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professional roles in Western European cinema and society.” Maule’s analysis deftly illustrates 

the dilemma faced by women filmmakers. Refusing to categorize themselves as women 

filmmakers can free them from prescribed enunciative standpoints, but, at the same time, it can 

also obscure the feminist accomplishments of the work they create. Women filmmakers like 

Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis have succeeded in a male-dominated industry and have 

earned recognition for their artistic achievement (the auteur title) that has largely been reserved 

for male directors. It is of great importance that they did not succeed by conforming to the 

masculine model of auteur filmmaking, but by creating distinctly feminine (and even feminist) 

work. Ignoring the feminine in their writing would be to praise them for having assimilated, for 

having achieved their auteur status by meeting the standards of their male colleagues. But they 

have, in fact, done more. Rather than follow in the footsteps of the male directors who have long 

been worshipped as the gods of auteur filmmaking, these women have forged a new path. The 

addition of ‘female’ to the auteur mantle should be read as complimentary rather than 

derogatory. The designation of female auteur is a way to recognize the fact that these women 

have succeeded in a male-dominated field without making “masculine” films. Like the 

Hollywood auteurs praised by the Cahier du cinéma critics, Denis and Breillat have earned 

distinction precisely because they have worked within the system (and also on its margins) while 

calling that very system into question. There is a parallel then between a feminine form of 

filmmaking and the linguistic theories of women’s writing that Elaine Showalter invokes: 

But scholars who want a women's language that is intellectual and theoretical, that works 

inside the academy, are faced with what seems like an impossible paradox, as Xavière 

Gauthier has lamented: "As long as women remain silent, they will be outside the 

historical process. But, if they begin to speak and write as men do, they will enter history 
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subdued and alienated; it is a history that, logically speaking, their speech should disrupt" 

(trans. Marilyn A. August, NFF, pp. 162-63). What we need, Mary Jacobus has proposed, 

is a women's writing that works within "male" discourse but works "ceaselessly to 

deconstruct it: to write what cannot be written," and according to Shoshana Felman, "the 

challenge facing the woman today is nothing less than to 'reinvent' language,... to speak 

not only against, but outside of the specular phallogocentric structure, to establish a 

discourse the status of which would no longer be defined by the phallacy of masculine 

meaning.” (191) 

While Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis have attempted to rewrite dominant narratives 

within their films, their very presence in the film industry has likewise contributed to the calling 

into question of dominant discourses surrounding auteur filmmaking, and filmmaking in general. 

It is important that they are women and that they are making feminine films. It is also important 

that they are widely accepted to be auteur filmmakers and it is a conscious decision on my part to 

call them female auteurs. The female part of the label matters. As has become all too clear, the 

erasure of difference is not the same as equality. Allowing these women to be swallowed up by 

auteurism without acknowledging the role that their gender has played would be a disservice to 

them. I don’t consider the label limiting but, rather, liberating. This is, of course, a complex 

matter that will be untangled later, but for now, I maintain that the acknowledgement of a 

gendered perspective is essential to the work that Breillat and Denis have done and continue to 

do. 

In her study of Claire Denis’s films, Judith Mayne examines Denis’s status as a film 

auteur and her engagement with feminism. By situating Denis within her specific cultural 

context, Mayne’s comprehensive analysis of her work points to larger trends among women 
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filmmakers in France. For Mayne, auteurism “provides both a cultural/historical framework for 

[Denis’s] work and an opportunity to see how her individual films form a whole – not a coherent 

whole, necessarily, but rather a set of preoccupations, desires, and concerns” (22-23). In Mayne’s 

approach, auteurism is less a cult of personality and more a lens through which to examine a 

director’s individual films in relation to their larger body of work, a useful tool for mapping the 

evolution of a filmmakers’ style. Mayne considers Denis’s reluctance to classify herself as a 

“woman director” to be a “reflection of the particular status of women filmmakers in France” 

(27). She cites Carrie Tarr and Brigitte Rollet who, in Cinema and the Second Sex, identify the 

paradox of women directors who reject being labeled as such. In their analysis, women 

filmmakers claim a “supposedly gender-neutral auteur status” in an attempt to more easily “gain 

legitimacy and recognition within the film industry.” A reluctance to adopt the “woman director” 

label is certainly understandable, especially considering the fact that a male director would never 

be asked to categorize himself or his work according to his gender identity. Allowing oneself to 

be labeled a “woman director” could likewise be seen as an acceptance of one’s status as “other” 

in the still male-dominated film industry. This classification also carries with it the threat of 

marginalization, reducing a female director to her gender identity, limiting the range of topics 

she addresses, and restricting the possibility of varied and variable enunciative standpoints. In 

support of this claim one need only look to the most recent available data, compiled by The 

Celluloid Ceiling on the status of women in Hollywood and, more broadly, American 

independent filmmaking. We learn that “[w]omen comprised 7% of all directors working on the 

top 250 films of 2014,” which “represents an increase of 1 percentage point from 2013 but a 

decline of 2 percentage points from 1998” (2). Even with a slight increase, the number of women 

directing top films in the US remains disproportionately low. A March 2014 study published by 
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the Centre National du cinéma et de l’image animée points to similar conditions in the French 

context. According to the statistics presented in the study, in 2012 only 23% of feature-length 

film directors were women. While this represents an increase from 18.4% in 2008 and remains a 

higher percentage than one is likely to find in most other national contexts, these statistics are 

nonetheless worrying. Some women who work in the French film industry have spoken out 

against the kind of inequality represented by these statistics. In 2012, actress Fanny Cottonçon, 

writer/director Virginie Despentes, and director Coline Serreau released a statement regarding 

the Cannes Film Festival and the lack of representation and recognition of women filmmakers: 

‘Qu'est-ce qui a changé dans le cinéma ? Tout !’, s'exclamait Gilles Jacob, président 

du Festival de Cannes, lors de la présentation des films sélectionnés pour la 65e édition. 

Tout ?! Un instant, nous avons frémi. A tort, puisque les vingt-deux films de la sélection 

officielle ont été réalisés, heureux hasard, par vingt-deux hommes. Le Festival 

couronnera donc pour la 63e fois l'un d'entre eux, défendant ainsi sans faillir les valeurs 

viriles qui font la noblesse du septième art. 

This group of women target the Cannes Film Festival in particular, but it is clear that Cannes is 

just a symptom of a larger problem and the tone of their message makes clear that they have no 

more patience for a film culture that holds fast to its admiration of male directors and continues 

to push women and their contributions to cinema to the margins. Not all women in the French 

film industry, however, support a concerted effort to open up more spaces for women. In a recent 

interview with Porter magazine, Marion Cotillard explained that from her point of view, 

"Filmmaking is not about gender" and that “[y]ou cannot ask a president in a festival like Cannes 

to have, like give movies directed by women and five by men.” Ultimately, Cotillard argues that 

"it doesn’t create equality; it creates separation." While she agrees that we “need to fight for 

http://www.lemonde.fr/cinema/
http://www.lemonde.fr/festival-de-cannes/
http://conjugaison.lemonde.fr/conjugaison/troisieme-groupe/faillir/
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women’s rights,” she doesn’t want that to separate women from men and concludes that 

“[s]ometimes in the word feminism there’s too much separation." By citing Cotillard here I do 

not mean to castigate her for her personal opinions, but rather to demonstrate, at least in part, that 

the topic of feminism in France remains divisive and that it is difficult to separate the question of 

feminism from the status of women in the film industry. It is no surprise then, that women in the 

industry hesitate to identify as feminists or to brand themselves based on their gender, regardless 

of the kinds of films they are making.   

Although auteurism firmly holds a position of importance in film studies, it has not gone 

uncontested and has, in the course of its evolution, been complicated by other movements or 

theories, including the collectivist sensibility of May 1968 and the emergence of feminist film 

theory in the decade that followed. While the original conception of the auteur may not have 

acknowledged the intrinsically collaborative nature of filmmaking, current understandings of the 

concept are not at all antithetical to the French collectivist spirit once one recognizes the 

director’s need for other film artists and professionals in order to the realize their artistic vision. 

One need only look to the opening of Jean Luc Godard’s classic 1972 film Tout va bien for pithy 

visual commentary on the collaboration that defines the film industry’s very mode of 

production1. These kinds of complexities will necessitate a clear definition of the auteur. For the 

purpose of this work, I will define an auteur as a filmmaker who has established a distinctive but 

evolving style as well as a set of thematic preoccupations across a significant number of films 

and a considerable span of time and whose films are recognizable no matter the subject they treat 

or the context in which they are made. Based on this definition, both Catherine Breillat and 

Claire Denis easily fit into the auteur category. I will argue, however, that it is important to the 

                                                           
1 In close-up, we see checks as they are signed and torn from a checkbook, each one for a different part of the film 
production: mise en scène, scénario, photographie, son, assistants, régie, montage, etc. 
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work they have done that they be called “female auteurs.” This is so not simply because of their 

biological sex or performed gender, but because in their respective bodies of work, Breillat and 

Denis have adopted a clearly feminist point of view and, perhaps unintentionally, have attempted 

to rewrite the gender codes purveyed in dominant narratives. 

Although not the first to address the issue of film authorship, the Cahiers du Cinéma 

group was arguably the most influential force in the development of the notion of the film 

director as auteur. In 1954 François Truffaut wrote his now famous article “Une certaine 

tendance du cinéma français” in which he railed against “la tradition de la qualité”, a form of 

filmmaking which privileged scriptwriters and favored adaptations of literary works. The main 

target of Truffaut’s disdain was the screenwriting team of Jean Aurenche and Pierre Bost. In 

Truffaut’s estimation, an adaptation was “of value only when written by a man of the cinema” 

(13). He labeled Aurenche and Bost as “essentially literary men” and reproached them “for being 

contemptuous of the cinema by underestimating it.” He specifically opposed this ‘Tradition of 

Quality” to auteur cinema, stating that he did “not believe in [their] peaceful coexistence” (16). 

Truffaut used his essay as an opportunity to take stock of and bemoan the current state of the 

French film industry. But he also offered an alternative, a “new” optique through which to view 

films and filmmaking, that is, through an auteurist lens. His championing of what would come to 

be known as la politique des auteurs signaled a significant shift in film criticism and theory. As 

Virgina Wright Wexman explains, the Cahiers envisioned “directors as inspired creative 

geniuses,” a notion that traces its origins to Romanticism (3). The Cahiers critics did not, 

however, indiscriminately recognize any and all film directors as auteurs. Rather “they 

championed moviemakers who managed to produce visually, artistically distinctive films under 

the constraints of the Hollywood studio system.” They would look for “thematic preoccupations” 
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that were revealed in the film’s style. It is notable that the directors the Cahiers critics idolized 

were invariably men. One of my central critical objectives will be to examine the role that gender 

has played in the development and continued relevance of this theory.  

Truffaut’s Romantic auteurism did not go uncontested by social and intellectual forces 

that emerged in subsequent decades. In fact, it was even called into question by André Bazin, 

one of the founding editors of Cahiers du Cinéma. Of the politique des auteurs Bazin states that 

it “has not been adopted with equal enthusiasm by all the regular contributors to Cahiers, and 

that there might exist serious differences in our admiration, or rather in the degree of our 

admirations” (19). Bazin further explains that he often finds “defensible” those films which his 

colleagues critique harshly exactly because he finds “that the work transcends the director,” 

which contradicts the premise of the auteur theory. Bazin states that “those who do not know 

how to grow old with [the cinema] will be overtaken by its evolution,” which suggests that he 

does not see the auteur as an artistic genius who transcends time and trends (25). Whatever the 

talent or “subjective inspiration” of the auteur, they are still creating films within a specific 

historical, cultural, social context and within “the objective situation” of the cinema. While Bazin 

does not reject the politique des auteurs, and even finds it useful when not taken to its extremes, 

he seems to insist that there is a relationship between individual vision and industry trends. In 

this vein, he also cautions those who adopt the politique des auteurs as a critical approach to not 

become so focused on the auteur that they make the films irrelevant. Essentially, the film needs 

to be as important as the auteur. In this sense, my analyses of the work of Breillat and Denis will 

likely be more Bazinian than Truffautian, that is, centered as much on the artistic creations as the 

artists themselves.  
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In addition to disagreement among the Cahiers critics in the early days of la politique des 

auteurs, there have also been several other movements or works that called into question the 

supremacy of the author. First, the collectivist sensibilities that formed during and after the 

events of May 1968 in France directly challenge the notion of a single gifted filmmakers who 

controlled all aspects of the creative process. At the same time, semiotics and structuralism gave 

rise to a more theoretically rigorous branch of auteurism which found itself grappling with the 

“Death of the Author.” In this 1967 essay, Roland Barthes argued against the tradition in literary 

criticism of integrating the author’s biographical details or personal opinions into the 

interpretation of his text. For Barthes, “[t]o give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, 

to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing” (99).  He maintained that the meanings of 

a text were to be found with the reader rather than the author. 

Clearly the question of authorship remained important in the French context because 

Michel Foucault continued the conversation two years later in his lecture “What is An Author?” 

While Barthes criticized the importance traditionally placed on the author, Foucault concerned 

himself first with problematizing the very notion. Although he never directly references Barthes’ 

essay, it would seem that Foucault was nonetheless skeptical of Barthes’ approach: “A certain 

number of notions that are intended to replace the privileged position of the author actually seem 

to preserve that privilege and suppress the real meaning of his disappearance” (207). In 

Foucault’s estimation, it is not as simple as erasing the author in order to focus solely on the 

work, because the definition of the work is just as unfixed as that of the author: “…it is not 

enough to declare that we should do without the writer (the author) and study the work itself. The 

word work and the unity that it designates are probably as problematic as the status of the 

author’s individuality” (208). Rather than thinking of texts as having an author, Foucault 
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presents them as containing an “author function.” According to Foucault, this author function 

“does not develop spontaneously as the attribution of a discourse to an individual” (213). He 

posits instead that it is “the result of a complex operation that constructs a certain being of reason 

that we call ‘author.’” Foucault seems to find that the author function is the result of a 

rationalization on the part of the literary critic attempting to find “a ‘deep’ motive, a ‘creative’ 

power, or a ‘design,’” emanating from the individual/author (213-214). In Foucault’s estimation, 

“the author is an ideological product” (222). The author is seen “as a genius, as a perpetual 

surging of invention” precisely because “we make him function in exactly the opposite fashion,” 

that is, because he is “the ideological figure by which one marks the manner in which we fear the 

proliferation of meaning.” 

Although Barthes and Foucault were writing about authorship in literature, these debates 

are still relevant to the question of film authorship because they call into question the role of the 

author/auteur as the originator of a (filmic) text’s meaning. And although film is now understood 

and accepted as its own distinct form of artistic expression, in the early days of cinema, theorists 

relied on comparisons to other well-established aesthetic forms in order to validate film’s status 

as an art. By analogizing film to literature, filmmaking to writing, early theorists like Alexandre 

Astruc laid the foundations on which auteurism would develop. In 1948, six years before 

Truffaut’s famous essay, Astruc no longer saw a need to distinguish between the author and the 

director. He foresaw a new age of cinema, which he dubbed la caméra-stylo, in which an artist 

could “exprimer sa pensée…ou traduire ses obsessions exactement comme il en est aujourd’hui 

de l’essai ou du romain” (325). Astruc reiterates this idea by proclaiming that “La mise en scène 

n’est plus un moyen d’illustrer ou de présenter une scène, mais une véritable écriture. L’auteur 

écrit avec sa caméra comme un écrivain écrit avec un stylo” (327). Astruc’s essay preceded the 
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New Wave by a number of years, but one finds within his text the seeds of the movement in 

which the screenwriter was replaced with “the director who, often writing his (or her) own 

scenario conceived the material from an essentially cinematic standpoint” (Flitterman-Lewis 

256). Flitterman-Lewis also cites Astruc’s essay as “a kind of manifesto for the New Wave” 

which called for a “’written’ cinema” and “established the necessity of both the formulation of a 

personal voice and the conception of a cinematic language in any discussion of film as an art” 

(258). It is now a critical commonplace to think of Astruc’s analogy between writing and 

filmmaking as serving as a precursor to the politique des auteurs touted by the Cahiers critics. 

Truffaut railed so raucously against the prevalence of literary-inflected scriptwriting that it is 

perhaps at first difficult to reconcile his call for a radical break from this tradition with Astruc’s 

theorization of the camera as pen. But it is no coincidence that Truffaut and his contemporaries 

championed the figure of the auteur, French for ‘author,’ and prior to these mid-century debates 

most closely associated with literature. While it is true that Truffaut angrily decried the tradition 

de qualité, which favored scripts adapted from literary works that ignored the potential of the 

filmic medium, by rallying behind the idea of the auteur, he was not denouncing the act of 

writing in cinema, but rather insisting on a new kind of writing which would be done for the 

cinema. Essentially Astruc and Truffaut were both envisaging a new direction in filmmaking that 

would decouple the cinema from the literary tradition while still maintaining the idea of an 

author.  

Although she is often overlooked in the context of the New Wave and does not 

necessarily see herself as belonging to that movement, it is at the height of these key discussions 

about film and authorship that Agnès Varda made her first feature-length film, La Pointe courte 

(1955). She too has always been preoccupied with the ways in which filmmaking is like writing. 
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In a 2001 interview with Indiewire, Varda was asked what she thinks “her films offer to people 

today” and in her answer, she outlined her filmmaking process, which she calls cinécriture. For 

Varda, cinécriture is “not a screenplay,” “not only the narration words.” It is “choosing the 

subject, choosing the place, the season, the crew, choosing the shots, the place, the lens, the 

light.” She also includes the choice of editing, music, and the publicity materials used to promote 

the film. Cinécriture is, then, a holistic process that aligns with the project outlined by 

proponents of auteur filmmaking. Just as Truffaut and the Cahiers critics imagined the 

filmmaker as the driving creative force, the solitary genius, so too does Varda see the filmmaker 

as the author of all aspects of the work. Sandy Flitterman-Lewis importantly asks the question, 

“What, then, distinguishes [Varda] from the group so radically that she is so overlooked in most 

accounts…?” (263). If her formulation of film writing so easily fits with the politique des 

auteurs, why don’t we hear more about Varda in discussions of this turning point in the history 

of film and film theory? Flitterman-Lewis suggests that it is unquestionably Varda’s feminist 

perspective that separates her from her contemporaries and that she is an “exemplary 

filmmaker,” both historically because she “so fully embodies the project of the New Wave” and 

does so “from a feminist standpoint because she so consistently enacts her desire to film as a 

woman” (265). Although Varda’s work will not be examined in this study, she nonetheless 

serves as an important reference point because she herself has undeniably achieved auteur status 

and has done so while continuing to make her feminine identity and her feminist point of view 

central to her work. Her position is key, especially considering the tendency for women 

filmmakers in France to eschew references to their gender identity and the feminist politics they 

practice in their daily lives. To better understand this tendency, it is crucial to look more 

carefully at the status of feminism in France and its relationship to filmmaking.  
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Historically, filmmaking has been and continues to be a very male endeavor. Although it 

must be noted that this is a pervasive problem throughout the world’s film industries, I will be 

concentrating on French cinema, the birthplace of film auteurism and the context in which 

Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis established themselves as auteurs. Rosanna Maule reminds 

us that “Tarr and Rollet emphasize that the French concept of the auteur did not help women, 

with the exception of Agnès Varda, gain access to France’s ‘overwhelmingly male’ cinematic 

milieus and institutions when authorship became a critical and professional category associated 

with the nouvelle vague” (192). In fact, the figure of the auteur in the French context has actually 

“contributed to undermining, rather than highlighting, gender-specific elements and perspectives 

in the films of French female filmmakers.” Because the auteur in France has been constructed as 

a figure that transcends gender, the fact the women auteurs are starkly underrepresented in 

cinema has not always been questioned or even acknowledged. This traditional view of the 

auteur transcending the category of gender also explains, at least in part, why French women 

film directors avoid being identified in relation to their gender in order to more easily succeed in 

a male-dominated field that can often be hostile, as the above quotation of the Cannes film 

festival suggests, to naming its readily discernible privileging of male directors. How, then, do I 

reconcile my characterization of Breillat and Denis as auteur filmmakers and the emphasis I 

place on their gender? In the introduction to Cinema and the Second Sex, Tarr and Rollet think 

critically about their study, which only considers films made by women. They explain that their 

“study is not based on the assumption of essentialist differences between men and women but 

rather on the supposition that women (itself a heterogeneous category), experience different sets 

of social relations and discourses which potentially inflect their cinematic production” (8). 

Although my study is not as comprehensive as Tarr and Rollet’s, these are many of the same 
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issues I will address in considering the ways in which Breillat and Denis engage in (feminist) 

rewritings of dominant cultural narratives.  

 In Beyond Auteurism, Rosanna Maule examines Claire Denis’s films in relation to her 

status as an author. As Maule explains, Denis seems reluctant to claim “femininity as an 

enunciative standpoint” (207). Maule sees this reluctance, as does Ginette Vincendeau, as 

symptomatic of a larger trend among women filmmakers in France “who consider gender-

focused perspectives in their work limiting and even counter-productive” (207). Maule reminds 

us that while feminist theory has done much to shape the discussion of women’s authorship, the 

question of “how to account for gendered identity…without falling into binary or essentialist 

definitions of femininity” remains to be fully addressed. Denis seems to offer a solution to the 

maintenance of this delicate balance by the fact that her films “transcend the author-informed 

idea of subjective expression…instead they develop a choral type of narrative which deflects 

fixed notions of subjectivity and cultural identity” (207-208). At the same time that she resists 

the label of ‘woman director,’ Denis seems to embrace the “marginality” that comes with auteur 

status and allows her to work freely within a male-dominated French cinematic context. Rosalind 

Galt reads several of Claire Denis films through the lens of the concept of default. Two films in 

particular, 35 Rhums and L’intrus, Galt argues, “figure obstacles both in their relationship to 

world cinema institutions and textually, as a question of image” (105). Galt reminds us that even 

though “Denis is a critically acclaimed director” whose “films are featured at international film 

festivals," her work “refuse[s] the kind of form that would produce a smooth success in globalist 

capitalist terms” (105). This explains, in part, why “Denis’s films do not make the kind of money 

that other comparably lauded auteurs can generate” (105). Galt first offers as an example 

Gonzalez Iñárritu’s Babel, which she describes as “a perfectly reactionary film on the theme of 
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transnational circuits” that “made over $34 million in the United States” (105). She then 

mentions that “[a] lauded male European auteur like Michael Haneke earned over $3 million on 

a film with a postcolonial theme like Caché” (105). Galt contrasts the financial success of these 

two films with the rather modest earnings of Denis’s 35 Rhums and L’Intrus, which made 

$177,000 and $41,000, respectively, in the United States. From these figures, Galt concludes that 

“Denis’s films resist a certain kind of economic legibility” (105). 

 Like Judith Mayne and others, Martine Beugnet has also discussed Claire Denis in the 

context of auteurism. For Beugnet, it is useful to describe Denis’s films as an expression of 

auteur cinema because of “their superimposition of the personal (distinctive style, recurrent 

themes and the presence of biographical elements) and the historical (in the sense of the wider 

cultural, political and socio-economic framework in which [they] are elaborated” (14). However, 

Beugnet signals, as have others, the ambiguity of authorship and the necessity of understanding it 

in its “complex, contemporary meaning.” She insists that authorship in its current form 

“designates a body of works that are, on the one hand, readily recognizable as the output of the 

same person and/or team, but on the other hand avowedly inscribed in a wider historical context, 

including a background of cultural and artistic references and a framework of cinematic 

traditions.” Although my own definition insists less on the second part of Beugnet’s formulation, 

the historical and cultural context in which Denis and Breillat have made their films and 

produced discourse on this context will be important to my discussion of both of their bodies of 

work. 

 Judith Mayne refers to an interview between Breillat and Denis that took place in 1999 in 

which Denis responds to a comment that Breillat had previously made about Denis. As the 

author of a film, Denis explained that in performing the director’s role, she waits to see where 
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the characters take the film, thus giving up authoritative directorial agency. In Breillat’s case, 

Denis sees the author as having a more active role, making “something happen with [her] 

characters” (26).  From this exchange, we see first that Denis is aware of her role as an author 

and of the fact that the “author” label is actually rather fluid. Although Denis and Breillat can 

both be called auteurs, and while there is much they have in common as filmmakers, they are 

also artists with distinctive styles. The “woman auteur” designation should, therefore, not be seen 

as limiting or constricting them, separating them from the “auteur” category, but rather as 

informing, and introducing another dimension to their auteur status.  

It is no surprise that these filmmakers have a tendency to resist the labels that are often 

assigned to them and their work. They appear to sense that to identify themselves as women 

directors, they would have to abandon other characterizations of their work which might be more 

useful to them – that of auteur, for example. However, I propose that it is productive to consider 

Breillat and Denis female auteurs, since the category allows one to acknowledge their gender and 

the effects it may have on their work without detracting from their status as filmmakers who 

have established and developed a distinctive style and set of recurring thematic preoccupations 

which, although they have certainly evolved, remain easily identifiable as their own. These 

women should be able to acknowledge their gender without then being confined or limited as a 

result. If their approaches are considered “feminist,” whether or not they identify their 

filmmaking as such, rather than relegating their films to a separate category, it should simply 

inform our understanding of their work as a whole and contribute to the study of those elements 

of their filmmaking that have allowed them to distinguish themselves in the field. 
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Following the 1987 Créteil Women’s Film Festival, Ginette Vincendeau pondered the 

decision of many women to avoid attending and even to “dissociate themselves from feminism 

altogether” (4). She explains that  

the connection between theoretical debates about gender and feminism and women’s 

film-making in France is at best oblique and at worst conflictual, as there is virtually no 

indigenous feminist film theory or theorizing of gender and sexual difference in relation 

to the cinema, and precious little awareness of these issues in French film criticism. (5) 

As she continues to ponder these issues, Vincendeau makes some crucial points about the state of 

feminism in France and how the lack of engagement with feminism in filmmaking is 

symptomatic of a larger trend. In the context of film criticism, Vincendeau notes that the 

“occluding of gender and sexual difference as theoretical categories is also in evidence in 

cinéphile journals such as Cahiers du cinéma and Positif” and that these journals (among others) 

“still firmly put the emphasis on the auteur, within a romantic tradition of humanist 

individualism which constitutes the bedrock of French critical approaches to film, and which 

currently suppresses other considerations, such as ideology.” The emphasis on the auteur model, 

on the idea of the “individual genius, or at least the artist driven by ‘internal necessity’ towards 

self-expression” has forced “French women directors into heightened individualism on the one 

hand and alignment with male ‘colleagues’ on the other” (9). Ultimately, French women 

directors must either fight against or else concede to a wealth of institutional factors which make 

active engagement with feminism in filmmaking a precarious venture. The silver lining in all this 

would be that even if French women directors prefer to dissociate from an overt feminist 

perspective when discussing their filmmaking, this has not prevented them from using their work 

as a vehicle for calling into question dominant representations and narratives pertaining to 
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women’s circumstances. In spite of a lack of spoken critical engagement with feminism in their 

films, these directors managed to create films which actively question the patriarchal systems in 

which they are made. Like the Hollywood directors worshipped by the Cahiers critics for their 

ability to create exemplary and distinctive work within an assembly-line model of filmmaking, 

French women filmmakers like Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis have been able to create 

critically recognized feminine films within a historically and oppressively masculine system. In 

this way, they have achieved the epitome of what it means to be an auteur.  

 Whatever the intentions of those critics who first imagined la politique des auteurs, their 

advocacy has taken on a life of its own, transforming and evolving in its crossing of the Atlantic, 

in its intermingling with Structuralist theory, in its rethinking by feminist film critics and in the 

mutations that have allowed it to remain relevant 60 years later. Although the Cahiers du cinéma 

critics never conceived of this policy as being in any way unified or concrete, it has nonetheless 

been interpreted as, or at least called, a theory – auteur theory – especially in the United States 

and Great Britain. Almost a decade after Truffaut’s article, American critic Andrew Sarris 

published his thoughts on the matter in “Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962.” Sarris maintains 

that, to the best of his knowledge, “there is no definition of the auteur theory in the English 

language” (42). And although Truffaut had, in Sarris’s words, “recently gone to great pains to 

emphasize that the auteur theory was merely a polemical weapon for a given time and place,” 

Sarris nonetheless outlines his personal understanding of auteur theory. In Sarris’s formulation, 

the auteur theory can be “visualized as three concentric circles: the outer circle as technique, the 

middle circle, personal style, and the inner circle, interior meaning” (43).  

 Just one year later, Pauline Kael responded to Sarris with a critique of his work, dripping 

with sarcasm, in which she calls into question each of the tenets that Sarris presented as the core 
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of auteur theory. As quoted by Kael, Sarris posits that “…the first premise of the auteur theory is 

the technical competence of a director as a criterion of value” (48). Kael responds that although 

this premise at first appears reasonable, in reality, “sometimes the greatest artists in a medium 

bypass or violate the simple technical competence that is so necessary for hacks” and that an 

“artist who is not a good technician can indeed create new standards, because standards of 

technical competence are based on comparisons with work already done” (48-49). Sarris’s 

“second premise of the auteur theory is the distinguishable personality of the director as a 

criterion of value.” Kael rebuts the claim by responding that “often the works in which we are 

most aware of the personality of the director are his worst films – when he falls back on the 

devices he has already done to death.” The third characteristic offered by Sarris “is concerned 

with interior meaning, the ultimate glory of the cinema as an art,” which he explains as that 

which is “extrapolated from the tensions between a director’s personality and his material” (51). 

Kael’s criticism is that for auteur critics, the ideal model of the auteur “is the man who signs a 

long-term contract, directs any script that’s handed to him, and expresses himself by shoving bits 

of style up the crevasses of the plots.” Ultimately Kael is calling into question the arbitrary and 

even “mystical” criteria by which Sarris and other auteur critics determine “who’s got ‘it’ and 

who hasn’t” (50). In her refusal to accept Sarris’s three premises, which she assumes “were 

devised in a clumsy attempt to prop up the ‘theory,’” Kael exposes the dangers of auteur theory, 

especially in its most extreme forms. There is a certain tendency among (male) critics, one, she 

argues, that often goes unchecked, to use auteur theory as a justification for their hero worship of 

male filmmakers. More often than not, women directors are left out of the discussion. But 

because auteur theory still remains a dominant criterion by which we organize our experiences 
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with the cinema, rather than dismissing it, it is essential that we use it strategically for the 

recognition of achievements by women in cinema.  

 In 1969, British film critic Peter Wollen attempted to outline la politique des auteurs and 

the ways in which it was changed by its translation into English (auteur theory) and its adoption 

by British and American film critics. Wollen explains that this theory  

sprang from the conviction that American cinema was worth studying in depth, that 

masterpieces were made not only by a small upper crust of directors…but by a whole 

range of authors, whose work had previously been dismissed and consigned to oblivion. 

(55) 

And this renewed appreciation for American films by the Cahiers du cinéma critics was made 

possible by a set of conditions that were specific to the time and place – Paris in the 1950s. 

Because of the ban under Vichy, the reintroduction of American films “after the 

Liberation…came with an emotional impact – which was necessarily missing in the Anglo-

Saxon countries themselves.” It was also thanks to the “thriving ciné-club movement, due in part 

to the close connections there had always been in France between the cinema and the 

intelligentsia” (55) As Wollen makes clear, it is because of the specificity of the French cultural 

context at this particular point in time that la politique des auteurs was able to develop and 

flourish. Wollen also reminds us that although we easily call it the auteur theory, “it was never 

elaborated in programmatic terms, in a manifesto or collective statement.” And since it “grew up 

rather haphazardly,” the theory “could be interpreted or applied on rather broad lines” and 

“different critics developed somewhat different methods within a loose framework of common 

attitudes” (55). The Cahiers critics could wield the notion of la politique des auteurs however it 

suited them in their cinephilic quests, although the lack of unity has, in Wollen’s words, 
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“allowed flagrant misunderstandings to take root, particularly among critics in Britain and the 

United States” (55). So while la politique des auteurs developed at a specific time in a specific 

place because of a specific group of emerging critics and filmmakers, for better or for worse, it 

has moved transnationally and through various veins of film theory over several decades and 

remains as malleable as ever. Although the lack of a rigorous theoretical framework defining the 

notion of auteur-ship could be seen as a disadvantage, the malleability of the term has also 

advantageously left a space open for women filmmakers. In 1954 Truffaut railed against what he 

saw as the dominant literary model of script-centered filmmaking. Following this call for a new 

politique, he and his colleagues began to search for (and find) artistic vision and individual 

genius in certain American directors and their films. They praised, in particular, the ability of 

these film authors to let their personal style shine through so brightly no matter what script was 

handed to them by the Hollywood studio assembly-line2. Their attention to the adaptive 

strategies of these men was strategic and ultimately allowed them to force a major shift in the 

way we organize our cinematic experiences and how we assign value to directors and their 

films.3 Although so many of their critical energies were spent championing the work of 

                                                           
2 Éric Rohmer on Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause: “In spite of his obvious lack of pretensions, he is one of the 
few to possess his own style, his own vision of the world, his own poetry; he is an auteur, a great auteur…A 
discernible constant factor running through someone’s work is a double-edged weapon: it is proof of personality 
but also, in some cases, of meagerness. Yet the constraints exercised by the production companies on film-makers 
are such, the manpower, the managers and the good foremen so numerous, that the presence of a leitmotiv is a 
priori an auspicious sign” (Hillier 111) [Trans. Liz Heron] 
3 Claude Chabrol on Alfred Hitchcock: “Whatever happens, I think the release of Rear Window will tend to create a 
united front in film criticism. Even the Anglo-Saxon critics themselves, who has shied away from some of 
Hitchcock’s films for a while, regarded Rear Window with seriousness and sympathy. Indeed, right from its 
opening, Rear Window does present an immediate focus of interest that puts it on a higher plane than the majority 
of the earlier works, enough to warrant its entry into the category of serious films, beyond the mere entertainment 
thriller” (Hillier 136). [Trans. Liz Heron]; Jacques Rivette on Otto Preminger: “Let me make myself clear: I am not 
saying that these two films [Angel Face and The Moon is Blue] are his best – they are the ones that give us the best 
means of approaching the others and the secret of their director’s talent, the ones that confirm what we could 
already suspect: that this talent is first and foremost the function of a specific idea of cinema” (132-134). [Trans. Liz 
Heron]; Jean-Luc Godard on Nicholas Ray: “Were the cinema suddenly to cease to exist, most directors would be in 
no way at a loss; Nicholas Ray would. After seeing Johnny Guitar and Rebel Without a Cause, one cannot but feel 
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American directors, as this model of valorizing the director as the author of his film took hold 

outside of Paris, the image of the author shifted and expanded. In addition to paying attention to 

American directors whose achievements they may have previously dismissed, Anglo-Saxon film 

critics also turned their attention back towards Europe. As Wollen says, “For years, the model of 

an author in the cinema was that of the European director, with open artistic aspirations and full 

control over his films,” a model which “still lingers on” and “lies behind the essential distinction 

between art films and popular films” (56).  In order to better define the auteur theory and the 

way it has been mobilized in film criticism, Wollen cites Geoffrey Nowell-Smith who 

summarizes it thusly: 

One essential corollary of the theory as it has been developed is the discovery that the 

defining characteristics of an author’s work are not necessarily those which are most 

readily apparent. The purpose of criticism thus becomes to uncover behind the superficial 

contrasts of subject and treatment a hard core of basic and often recondite motifs. The 

pattern formed by these motifs…is what gives an author’s work its particular structure, 

both defining it internally and distinguishing one body of work from another. (56) 

So, we associate auteur films with artistry not only because we oppose them to popular cinema 

but also because, in this formulation, they require the viewer and/or critic to look, paradoxically, 

beyond the surface. How we come to study and appreciate the work of a particular director in the 

first place is less certain. There is undoubtedly a tendency to pay attention to films by directors 

who have already established themselves one way or another as someone whose films merit 

watching. And distinct visual style, because it is the most readily discernible artistic aspect of a 

                                                           
that here is something which exists only in the cinema, which would be nothing in a novel, the stage or anywhere 
else, but which becomes fantastically beautiful on the screen” (Hillier 116) [Trans. Tom Milne] 
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film, can also begin to separate a director from his peers. That being said, however, it seems that 

male directors are more readily and more quickly recognized as auteurs. Many women directors 

find themselves working on the industry’s margins for years, decades even, before their films 

begin to receive the same sort of critical attention. At the very least, because of the concept of the 

œuvre, once a woman director releases a film that catches the eye of the critics, it is not 

uncommon for these critics to delve back into the filmography of the director looking for 

evidence of the same genius of which they have only just begun to take notice. For example, as 

Judith Mayne cites in her work on Claire Denis, critic Jonathan Rosenbaum responded to Denis’s 

Beau Travail (her sixth feature film) with the question, “Did previous Denis films have a poetry I 

didn’t notice or appreciate, or did she make a quantum leap as an artist in Beau Travail? 

Probably some of both” (93). Although Beau Travail may have been a clear moment of critical 

success in Denis’s evolution, it was certainly not the first proof of her artistry and singular 

vision. Whether or not Rosenbaum and other critics had “noticed” or “appreciated” the “poetry” 

of Denis’s previous films, it was always there waiting to be recognized. Similar processes were 

undertaken by feminist film theorists who, Mayne remarks, “critiqued the boys’ club 

masculinism of auteurism while also facilitating the ‘archeological’ recovery of female auteurs 

as Alice Guy-Blache [sic]…Lois Weber, and Anita Loos in the United States, Aziza Amir in 

Egypt, Maria Landeta in Mexico, and Gilda de Abreau and Carmen Santos in Brazil” (Stam 

172). So, while auteurism has focused mostly on the work of male filmmakers, it has also 

opened up a space for feminist film theorists and critics to rescue and reclaim women directors as 

auteurs after the fact. Robert Stam also makes the point that developments in feminist film 

theory “sparked new thinking about style (the question of écriture féminine), about industrial 

hierarchies and production processes…and about theories of spectatorship.” So, in addition to the 
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kind of archeological work that was being undertaken, this delving into cinematic history to 

retrieve from its depths works by women who were not, at the time, recognized as auteurs like so 

many of their male colleagues, there was also a newfound interest in what distinguished their 

films from those of male auteurs, how they were able to express themselves creatively in spite of 

institutional limits, and how audiences engaged with their work. Interestingly, feminist film 

theorists focus less on the representation of women in film and more on “the gendered nature of 

vision itself, and the role of voyeurism, fetishism, and narcissism in the construction of a 

masculinist view of women” (173). This makes several things evident. First, the question of style 

has been an integral part of the discussion of female auteur filmmakers. The idea seems to be that 

it is through her individual style that a woman filmmaker is able to distinguish herself, both as a 

distinctly feminine filmmaker (in contrast with her male peers) and as an auteur (in opposition to 

purely commercial filmmaking). So, two interconnected processes are, then, happening 

simultaneously in the work of female auteurs. In the creation of their film work, they are 

returning again and again to an independent, artisanal mode of production that by its very nature 

is opposed to the commercial, assembly-line Hollywood model4. This, of course, is and always 

has been a distinctly French mode of production. They are also bringing to their films a visual 

style that can, regardless of their intentions, be seen and interpreted as feminine and even 

sometimes feminist. Even though their style may be visually distinct and therefore easily 

recognizable, it is not as easy to articulate what exactly separates a feminine film from a 

masculine one. Rather than try to establish a definition of a feminine film and then apply it to 

specific examples, it will be more productive to notice and comment on those aspects of the 

films chosen for this study which make them stand out as different from films made by 

                                                           
4 The obvious exception would be Kathryn Bigelow for whom auteur status and commercial filmmaking have not 
been antithetical.  
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recognized male auteurs and then draw larger conclusions from there. We can, however, start 

with the recognition that the notion of the feminine resists entering into dominant enunciative 

modes, is generally more suggestive and elliptical, and invites the viewer to participate in the 

production of meaning. 

 When I talk about women directors making feminine films, I am not referring to 

femininity as it has been constructed by patriarchal systems and societies. The feminine in this 

context is an expression of lived experience, so that something in the subject matter of the film or 

the way that a subject is approached or how it is filmed reveals something of her existence as a 

woman, particularly in relation to the ways that this identity makes her a member of an 

oppressed group. Whether a film is feminist or not is perhaps a different, although not 

necessarily unrelated, question.  Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis, although admittedly 

feminist in their lives, have avoided associations with the label in conjunction with their 

filmmaking the same way they have tried to shrug off their categorization as women filmmakers. 

Whether their films are feminist or not, and I would contend that in many ways they are, is one 

prominent issue, but the question of the feminine-ness of their films will also be central to the 

discussion. A feminine film might be easily identified as feminist because the experience of the 

filmmaker as a woman in a patriarchal society has forced her to contend with the ways in which 

she is oppressed. It might also be argued that feminine writing/filmmaking is in itself a feminist 

act because it opposes itself to the models of masculine or phallogocentric writing.  

 The idea of a feminine writing, a feminine filmmaking also needs to be distinguished 

from the term “women’s cinema,” which Judith Mayne outlines as having two discernible 

meanings: the first, films made by women (regardless of genres or modes of production) and the 

second, the “woman’s film,” which was a “Hollywood product designed to appeal to a 
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specifically female audience” (28). Mayne concludes that films made by women may “have little 

or nothing to do with Hollywood’s women’s films,” and recognizes that there is a tendency “to 

establish a rigorous opposition between those Hollywood films, made by men for a female 

audience, and films by women; between the ‘inauthentic’ and the ‘authentic’ portrayals of female 

experience.” Ultimately, however, Mayne chooses to “affirm the ambiguity of the term 

‘women’s cinema’” because, as she explains, “…in order to understand how women make 

movies, there needs to be consideration of what relationships women have had traditionally and 

historically, as filmmakers and as film consumers, to the medium.” Mayne’s discussion of 

women in cinema both in terms of filmmaking and film consumption opens another 

consideration which I have as of yet not addressed and that is the question of audience. Although 

my theoretical focus is on the auteur, it is valuable nonetheless to consider who exactly women 

filmmakers are making their films for. To return for now to attempts to clarify “what defines the 

work of the female writer, and later, the female filmmakers,” Mayne’s examination of women 

novelists and filmmakers is once again useful. While Cixous broadly sketched what she hoped 

feminine writing would be, Mayne begins to outline what she has found to be discernible 

characteristics or preoccupations in women’s creative output. Her observations are by no means 

exhaustive, but they provide much more clearly defined examples of what might separate 

women’s writing from men’s. Mayne reminds us that it “has always been tempting to define 

women writers as a subculture, marginal to the dynamics and preoccupations of patriarchal 

society,” but that while “women writers have been marginal to the business of writing, there has 

been as aspect of female writing which is not so much other than the preoccupations of male 

novelists, than it is a foregrounding, an intensification of that process of negotiation between 

private and public spheres” (30). Of course, we cannot necessarily talk about female writing and 
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feminine writing interchangeably. As previously stated, a women writer or filmmaker will not 

necessarily produce a text that can be qualified as feminine. It is, however, interesting to consider 

women’s writing as not always diametrically opposed to that of men but sometimes treating 

similar concerns from a different perspective or with different affective charges. Mayne also 

brings up the question of the gaze which has been so often discussed in feminist film theory. As 

she states, many “women filmmakers have turned around the voyeuristic gaze in order to critique 

the convention from within, as it were. Thus, one of the most important definitions of women’s 

cinema…concerns the construction of a narrative space,” where narrative space is defined “as an 

attempt to disengage the voyeuristic look from the space that surrounds it” (34). Again, Mayne is 

referring here to “women’s cinema,” embracing the ambiguity of the term. She is not necessarily 

considering texts in terms of their femininity. However, Mayne does say that “films by women 

can explore a terrain different from that of the traditional cinema,” which suggests that 

‘traditional cinema’ is a men’s cinema and that films created by women have the possibility of 

opening up a new representational space. In this way, her conception of women’s cinema is not 

so far removed from the idea of feminine writing. Both hold the potential to introduce something 

new, something which would oppose itself and even rewrite traditional, masculine models. There 

is also then a connection to what Catherine Breillat and Claire Denis are doing when in their 

work they attempt to rewrite cultural narratives. To briefly summarize the various terms that 

have been brought up: “Women’s cinema” refers simply to films made by women; “women’s 

films” refers to a specific Hollywood product that was created, by men, for a female audience; 

“écriture féminine” or “feminine writing” is a form of writing that originates in the body, that is, 

in lived experience and opposes itself to a masculine or phallogocentric writing (focused on 

reason and teleology and aligned with patriarchal values), although is not necessarily limited to 
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writing done by women. The first two are practical definitions while the third is relatively 

theoretical. Combined, they bring up the questions: who is the author of the text, for whom was it 

created, and what form does it take? These are important to keep in mind. 

 Another useful way to approach auteurism, particularly as concerns the criticism it has 

faced, is through Janet Staiger’s article “The Politics of Film Canons.” Although it was published 

30 years ago, her arguments remain relevant, especially as film scholars continue to call into 

question the accepted film canons, which are unsurprisingly overwhelmingly male. To the 

Romantic auteurists like Truffaut, Staiger opposes an ideological vein of auteur film criticism 

and aligns herself more closely with André Bazin. She ultimately criticizes Romantic auteurism 

for an approach to film that “tended to suppress historical, class, and social issues” (12). Instead, 

according to Staiger, the criteria for a film to be praised within Romantic auteurist criticism are 

“transcendence of time and place, a personal vision of the world, and consistency and coherence 

of statement” (12). In Staiger’s estimation, “Romantic auteurists rarely delve into the ideologies 

of their auteurs’ work” and so might praise a director’s films for conforming to the 

aforementioned criteria without considering the larger implications of this praise. Staiger cites 

D.W. Griffith’s film as an example; in her view Griffith’s “films may be claimed to transcend 

their time and place and to indicate a personal and coherent vision, but their racist, misogynist, 

and reactionary vision can be neatly eliminated from the discussion when historical, social, 

gender, and political effects are removed from the agenda” (13). This is, of course, a more 

extreme example, but it nonetheless demonstrates some of the dangers of applying this Romantic 

auteurist critical approach without concern for the broader socio-cultural implications. As 

mentioned above, for Staiger, the counterparts to the Romantic auteurists are the ideological 

ones.  And as I noted in my discussion of André Bazin, these critics, including Bazin, “chose, 
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analyzed, and discussed the implications of form, style, and subject matter as it related to specific 

historical and social conditions” (14). While many of the other Cahiers critics did not initially 

subscribe to Bazin’s ideological approach to auteurism, there was nonetheless a marked shift in 

the political engagement of the publication, particularly in the aftermath of May 1968 in France. 

The events of May 1968 “helped shift the editorial stance of the Cahiers du cinéma. By 1970, 

Cahiers articles were devoted to ideological analyses of cinema…the Cahiers promoted…a 

selection of films which through their formal procedures made apparent the process of 

representation and through their political statements explored the exploitation of certain classes 

and cultures” (15). In this way, it was only in the aftermath of May ’68 that the politics of the 

journal came closer to those Bazin envisioned in the 1950s. 

Staiger proposes that another site for “ideological analyses of films and for a criticism of 

Romantic auteurists’ criterion of universality” was found in feminist film criticism (16). She 

argues that  

If a film is claimed to be universal, what the proponents of such a possibility are implying 

is that such a film speaks in the same way to everyone. Not only does this claim wipe out 

historical, cultural, and social differences, but it denies sexual difference, treating all 

individuals as uniformly constituted (16). 

This is essentially the critical perspective I evoked earlier when I spoke of the way in which the 

erasure of difference is often mistakenly conflated with the notion of equality. And it is true that 

“…in a generally male-dominated society – and academy – the characteristics of art termed 

‘universal’ are more adequately defined as those reinforcing the socialized dominance of the 

‘masculine.’” (17). This critical stance once again echoes my earlier discussion concerning the 
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merits of using the female auteur label. As with her example of Griffith, Staiger once again 

points to the caveats of the Romantic auteurists’ “universality” when she states 

…if a work of art is raised to canonical status on such a basis, it is provided as a model 

for social behavior, and, thus, social good. What such a model does is to repeat 

hegemonic notions of gender (and sexual orientation). Furthermore, and more 

dangerously, because of our present historical situation, the work reinforces the cultural 

and economic dominance of one gender over the other” (17). 

In Staiger’s estimation, then, the potentially negative effects of the Romantic auteurist critical 

approach are both acutely problematic and far-reaching in their implications. While Truffaut’s 

auteurism served its purpose in its historical moment, that of forming a discourse that pointed to 

the specificity of cinematic art, the concept necessarily evolved over time in order to remain 

relevant and to contend with the increasing critical attention that began to be paid to structures 

and systems of oppression. 

 In Le rire de la Méduse, Hélène Cixous tells us what l’écriture féminine will do, but not 

what it is. She adopts this stance in an effort to resist forming rigid definitions and fixed 

meanings, precisely because they belong to the realm of the masculine, that is, to authoritative 

systems of meaning which arrest the proliferation of meaning. In addition to its strict adherence 

to inflexible definitions, the phallogocentric discourse also upholds an ideology that values, and 

insists on, logic, rationality, and teleology above all else. The feminine is, then, that which 

disrupts the teleological phallocentric codes established and maintained by the masculine. Where 

the feminine’s other, the symbolic masculine, fears the proliferation of meaning, the feminine 

embraces it, continually opening up spaces for new meaning to be produced. The feminine is 

open-ended, subjective, symbolic, and disruptive of signifying systems. One need only think of 
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Cixous’ own writing, Rêveries d’une femme sauvage, in particular, to better understand what the 

feminine is. The dominant narrative of the history of the Algerian War, for example, is a 

decidedly masculine discourse, a purportedly objective, empirical establishment of dates, events, 

largely male figures and their heroic deeds. Cixous offers, on the other hand, a retelling of this 

history from within intimate spaces, a subjective, elliptical, and affective version of that same 

history. This is the kind of work that exemplifies what Cixous defines as the feminine. It must be 

made clear that when we speak of the feminine, it is not at all a question of biological sex or 

gender, but, rather, of that which opposes, disrupts, and subverts the dominant, phallogocentric 

system, creating instead a space where meaning is opened up and allowed to proliferate. 

Although their cinematic styles and approaches differ significantly, the films of Claire 

Denis and Catherine Breillat that I will treat here are prime examples of the forms of 

signification that Cixous defines as feminine. Claire Denis’ work has become increasingly 

experimental and elliptical, poetic and symbolically suggestive. She embraces formal strategies 

which disrupt the expectations of a teleological phallocentric system of logic and rationality. It 

is, then, in the form rather than the content of Denis’ films that we find most clearly see the 

radically feminine aspect of her work. Although Catherine Breillat’s films are much more 

conventional in terms of form, they are, nonetheless, radical at the level of representation. With 

her films, Breillat intervenes in dominant narratives, writing women into discourse without 

necessarily subverting conventions of film form. Her work is also significant for the ways in 

which both female bodies and female sexuality are represented in what can be called non-

phallocentric forms.  

So, then, both Denis and Breillat can thus be considered auteur filmmakers because they 

have each produced a significant body of work over several decades in which they have 
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the director character, also insists that the lead actor wear makeup, in spite of his objections. 

Ultimately, nothing the viewer sees is “real.” Even a documentary film that purports to offer an 

objective view of reality cannot actually do so if it is filmed and edited by a filmmaker, a person 

with a subjective viewpoint.    

Although San Filippo classifies Breillat’s work as “art porn,” the term is meant, laudably, 

to signify a reappropriation of pornography’s objectification of the female body. And San Filippo 

insists, and I agree, that “Breillat’s explicit display of bodies is never simply for purposes of 

titillation or fetishization, as in porn…” (33). In fact, as San Filippo points out, even when 

Breillat uses close-ups of the female body, it is an act of appropriation which “works to 

defamiliarize its erotic signification and render it more vitally human” (33)6.  

I have tended to frame Breillat’s contribution to the challenging of patriarchal myths as 

one of radical representations of women (their bodies, their sexuality, etc.), with an emphasis on 

representation. But montage also plays a key role in these processes of demystification and 

reappropriation.  As San Filippo explains, “Breillat distances us from pleasurable immersion 

within sexual scenes by filming them with discomforting, defetishizing scrutiny and duration, 

using long takes that permit performers’ unfragmented bodies to occupy real space” (32). San 

Filippo’s description of the sexually explicit scenes in A ma sœur! places an emphasis on not 

only what is being shown but also how it is being shown. She describes these “excruciating” 

scenes as revelatory of “the complex interplay between Breillat’s formal strategies and her 

performers” (32). In both of these scenes, San Filippo writes, “Breillat abruptly cuts away from 

the static long take” on Elena and Fernando to a shot of Anaïs’s face. In the first of the two 

scenes, Anaïs watches from between her fingers, her face and her view partially obscured. In the 

                                                           
6 See discussion of female nudity in a medical context (Romance) below. 
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second scene, she is turned away from Elena and Fernando, this time sobbing quietly, “suffering 

silently on both sisters’ behalf across the room.” In San Filippo’s estimation, the “shock cut 

disrupting Breillat’s signature long take” as well as “the emotive moment in Reboux’s otherwise 

implacable performance” combine to ensure that the audience identifies with both sisters (33). 

Thus, “Breillat’s careful manipulation of camerawork, editing, and performance here and 

elsewhere allows for a simultaneous balancing of distanciation and identification, such that the 

scene’s sexually explicit content precludes visual pleasure” (33).  

In her article “And Introducing…The Female Director: Documentaries about Women 

Filmmakers as Feminist activism,” Kelly Hankin, as the title suggests, discusses documentaries 

about and featuring women filmmakers and shows how these films are a form of feminist 

activism. Hankin turns to the question of representations of sex and women’s bodies on film, 

noting that many women filmmakers, and particularly those interviewed in the aforementioned 

documentaries, have “specific goals with regard to the depiction of sex and romance” (70). 

Although these women filmmakers, talking about their own filmmaking, don’t arrive at “any one 

conclusion about what specifically characterizes a female directed vision of sex and romance,” 

they nonetheless “make both explicit and implicit claims that their work attempts to counter 

depictions of sexual desire in male directed cinema” (70). Ultimately, there is a noticeable trend 

in the work of women filmmakers to “intentionally set out to counter” the kinds of images of 

women, sex, desire, romance, etc. created by male filmmakers and to offer representations of 

female pleasure, which are notably absent from male directed cinema (71). Hankin explains that 

for some of these women directors, this directly “relates to how they represent the naked woman 

(71). These directors are well aware of the use of female nudity in male directed films only in the 

context of sex scenes and usually only for the visual pleasure of men. Hankin quotes Agnès 
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Varda from her interview in the documentary Filming Desire, in which Varda shares what she 

has observed of the use of women’s bodies in male directed films. Varda finds that these films 

have a tendency to “cut women’s bodies more and show a lot more [of] what could be called 

erogenous zones...” while women directors are more likely to show women “whole” (71).  

Although this may not be true of all women directors, Varda’s assessment seems to hold 

true for the way that Breillat chooses to film women’s bodies; there are many sex scenes between 

men and women in her films, but this is not the only context in which she films female nudity. In 

Romance, for example, Marie is naked not only during her sexual encounter with Paolo, she is 

also nude from the waist down at the doctor’s office as the obstetrician and then several medical 

students, in turn, perform a gynecologic exam.  She is once again uncovered at the end of the 

film when the birth of her baby is filmed in close-up. In both of these situations, Marie’s nudity 

is clinical and medical. Nothing about it is intended to create visual pleasure or arousal in the 

viewer. There is, of course, the danger of over medicalizing the female body, which can be just 

as problematic as over sexualizing it. While this scene is firmly situated within a medical 

context, and seems devoid of any explicit sexual content, there is nonetheless something 

disturbing in the way the medical students perform an exam on her one after the other. For these 

students, all men, she is an object of study. The presence of Marie’s own thoughts shared in 

voiceover, however, does manage to keep her subjectivity intact for the viewer. Although, as I 

mentioned, there is nothing inherently sexual in this scene of examination, it does, nonetheless, 

take on sexual overtones in retrospect once the viewer has seen, later in the film, Marie’s fantasy 

of herself in a brothel. In the fantasy sequence, Marie is lying on a table while Paul holds her 

thand, as if she were in a hospital about to give birth. But her body is only visible from the waist 

up and we see that her pelvis and legs are on the other side of the wall. At the outside of the wall, 
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men line up to have sex with her anonymous lower half. At this moment in the film, the viewer is 

likely to recall the earlier scene at the hospital and see the echoes of the first scene in this later 

one. In both instances, whether her entire body is visible or not, Marie is, to these men, just a 

vagina7. It is a horrifying thought and it would be easy to read it as degrading for her, but earlier 

in the film she expresses a desire to be nothing more than a hole. This desire is perhaps 

disturbing, but the film allows her to express and fantasize about this desire without judgment. 

Again, as a viewer, one might find this particular desire, as well as her desire to be tied up by 

Robert, the school principle, running counter to the project of offering alternative representations 

of women and their bodies. But, the film nonetheless creates a space in which Marie can explore 

her desires, physically and mentally, without judgment. And although she takes on the 

submissive role with Robert, it is during their encounters that she finds physical pleasure and 

emotional honesty.  

In her article “Unbecoming Sexual Desires for Women Becoming Sexual Subjects: 

Simone de Beauvoir (1949) and Catherine Breillat (1999),” Liz Constable finds within Breillat’s 

body of work, and in particular in three of her films (36 Fillette, Romance, and A ma sœur!), a 

“focus on young women exploring intimacy, finding out their needs and limits, and trying to 

work through and understand their responsibilities to self when these responsibilities enter into 

conflict with existing social conventions about sexuality and socially sanctioned forms of 

                                                           
7 It is important to make mention of the moments in the film where Marie is unclothed but not for anyone but herself. In 

one scene, Marie holds up a mirror so she can look at her genitalia and then brings the mirror up to look at her face. This moment 

feels neither medical nor sexual in nature. It reads rather as an attempt at self-exploration and knowledge. And it is also in service 

of what Breillat calls her “obsession” with the idea “that it should not be forbidden to see the sex of a woman because it is not an 

obscenity” (Murray). Breillat continues: “I very much like the Courbet picture, L’Origine du monde. It is an art picture. It is not 

pornographic photography and everyone understands the difference, but they cannot say why and censorship boards are also 

unable to say why.” By filming the female body, especially the parts of the body that are almost always sexualized, in a non-

sexual/non-pornographic context, Breillat is offering images that run counter to those maintained as normative in any number of 

phallocentric sites of cultural expression. 
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intimacy” (674-5). Constable also discusses the reception of these films, specifically “the 

tendency among critics to interpret Marie’s sexual experiences and ‘perverse desires,’ (Carrie 

Tarr and Brigitte Rollet, 2001) or as potentially degrading experiences for her (Wilson, 2001)” 

(691). Constable attempts to challenge these kinds of assumptions, using Marie’s encounters 

with Robert, in particular, as a point of contention. She understands the use of the word perverse 

to describe these scenes because, as she says, these critics’ responses are most likely “framed by 

the ways these encounters…might be interpreted as placing Marie in situations of sexual and 

emotional submission that constitute erotic enactments of the insidious societal shaming and 

humiliating of women as sexual subjects” (691). However, Constable argues, it is imperative to 

make  

useful distinctions between, on the one hand, an undeniably masochistic submission to 

reified (or frozen) ideas of one’s needs that one enacts through the submission to 

another’s desire (intolerable humiliation), and, on the other, a surrender through which a 

subject’s needs are reconstructed as relational artifacts as a result of being ‘read’ or ‘acted 

on’ in a certain way (transformative surrenders). (691) 

Kristyn Gorton takes a similar stance in her article “The Point of View of Shame.” Gorton cites 

Merri Lisa Johnson’s collection Jane Sexes It Up, the central concern of which “is how 

contemporary female desire is still mediated and understood through the lens of feminism and 

how this mediation continues to problematize female desire” (114). Gorton reads Johnson’s work 

as implying that “shame now adheres to female desire when it does not conform to the 

ideological tenets of feminist theory” (114). The desire to be submissive would seemingly run 

counter to the goals of feminism(s), but Gorton, like Constable, reads Marie’s encounters with 

Robert as a release, rather than a humiliation or degradation. And, Gorton points out, Robert’s 
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attention “to [Marie’s] body and sexual pleasure, lead us, as viewers, to believe that he is more 

interested in her desire than his own” (116). If that is indeed the case, then their sexual 

encounters would in fact be in the service of Marie’s own desires, allowing her to remain a 

sexual subject rather than object of Robert’s desires. Gorton also makes mention of a specific 

type of criticism of Breillat’s work, mentioned above, which is the potentially problematic nature 

of “her references to the pornographic” (121). As Gorton notes, this criticism often comes from 

“feminist theorists who understand Breillat to be re-inscribing objectification of women” through 

these pornographic borrowings. But, in Gorton’s estimation, these “allusions to the 

pornographic…re-consider and re-appropriate these images in terms of female desire,” that is, 

“Breillat offers up these fantasies not to objectify the women in her films but to suggest that not 

all women’s fantasies are the same and that some women fantasies about being submissive” 

(121). For Gorton, this fact “does not make them victims or objects, particularly because Breillat 

contextualizes these fantasies in the minds (and also in the control) of her female characters” 

(121-2). Gorton concludes that “[d]ismissing these moments and claiming the women are not ‘in 

control’ of their own desires or shaming them for having these desires perpetuates both 

repression and anger on the part of women who feel censored and morally judged” (122).  

 In this debate over Breillat’s films, there seems then to be two distinct camps, “the 

feminist theorists” who criticize her work for being un-feminist in its portrayals of women and 

those scholars (who possibly also identify as feminists) who argue that the representations in 

Breillat’s work that appear to undermine the work of feminism are in fact rare moments in 

cinema wherein women are given space to explore their desires without having them judged as 

“perverse” and thus creating a new discourse around desire. Both sides have valid points and it’s 

easy to understand how a viewer or critic expecting a “feminist” film could potentially be 
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disappointed by what they see in some of Catherine Breillat’s work. However, and I think this is 

ultimately the point that scholars like Constable and Gorton are trying to make, we need to read 

“controversial” scenes in Breillat’s work carefully, not taking them for what they might appear to 

be on the surface. Breillat’s work is so interesting cinematically and socially precisely because 

she consciously chooses phallocentric constructions of women and women’s sexuality in order to 

re-appropriate them in the service of a distinctly feminine filmmaking and for the creation of a 

cinematic space wherein women can express their true desires, unmediated by patriarchal myths 

or societal judgments.  

Although perhaps secondary to the depiction of women’s bodies, Breillat also seems to 

have no hesitation when it comes to showing male nudity, including male sexual organs on 

screen, the radicalness of which should not be understated, and which Anne Gillain notes in her 

profile of the filmmaker. In this context, Gillain quotes filmmaker Jeanne Labrune who has much 

to say on the topic. In Labrune’s estimation, “Men often have a double view of their sex: they 

think this dangling thing is sort of pitiful, but they also think that this object that gives them 

fantasies of power…is magical” which leads Labrune to ask the question, “So how should it be 

portrayed in films?” (209) She goes on to say that: “Cutting a body robs it of its integrality, thus 

of its integrity, because a body signifies something and says something in and by its entirety” 

(209). Here she has hit upon what seems to be a major problem in the filming of women’s bodies 

for the cinema and seems to advocate for images that counter these tendencies, images of 

women’s bodies in their entirety. However, Labrune also makes the point that “the moment [a 

body part] is not revealed, a crazy desire to fantasize immediately takes over. Thus, we start to 

imagine there’s a lot more of it than there really is” (209). Here she is referring more to men’s 

bodies on screen and the tendency to avoid full frontal male nudity. For Labrune, then, the 
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choice not to show the male sexual organ is one that feeds into and is a result of men’s belief in 

the phallus/penis equation. Thus, when Breillat chooses to film male sexual organs (whether 

natural or prosthetic), she is taking away the phallic power of the object. Breillat’s films are not 

in any way concerned with maintaining the phallus/penis equation which, according to numerous 

contemporary theorists from Jacques Lacan and Julia Kristeva to Silverman in the cinematic 

realm, sits at the heart of the fiction of masculinity. Instead, her films are interested in images 

which contradict and threaten the male fantasy that has for so long determined the filmic 

representation of women and women’s sexualities, representation which is informed by and fuels 

the ideological reality of the society in which they are produced.  

  

Une vieille maîtresse 

 

Une vieille maîtresse represents an important moment, perhaps even a sort of turning 

point, in the trajectory of Breillat’s filmmaking. Her first attempt at adapting someone else’s 

work for the cinema, this 2007 film is based on Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly’s 1851 novel of the 

same name. The story follows the turbulent, passionate love affair between Vellini and Ryno de 

Marigny and Vellini’s refusal to be cast aside even after de Marigny has moved on and married 

someone else.  The film had a larger budget than any of Breillat’s previous films and features 

lavish costumes and scenery in the vein of British heritage films and French films de patrimoine. 

This type of big-budget costume drama is, as Heidi Brevik-Zender explains, “generally seen as 

oppositional to French auteur films” (205-6). Why, then, would Breillat, an established female 

auteur known for making subversive contemporary films, move toward a genre that is 

“traditionally associated with conservatism, the uncritical reaffirmation of grand historical 

narratives” (203)? It precisely because this type of film has been so closely tied to the 
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reaffirmation of the normative gender economy expressed in our culture’s dominant fiction that 

it is the perfect vehicle for the calling into question of our current ideological reality. And 

Breillat is not the only one who has noticed and exploited these possibilities. As Brevik-Zender 

notes, "...in recent years, a number of screenwriters and directors have produced period films that 

seek not to reinforce but rather to question oversimplified historical narratives and upend fixed 

notions of sexual and national identity..." (206). While this foray into a new genre might be read 

as a departure, to my mind, it is really just a continuation of the work that preceded it. Breillat is 

still concerned here with explicit and nuanced representations of women and portrayals of sex 

and sexualities, as well as with demystifying patriarchal myths about love and romance. And as 

with her previous films, she also takes advantage of the visual nature of the cinematic medium in 

order to play with costumes, colors, body positioning, i.e. mise-en-scène. While there is 

continuity with her earlier work, this film also acts as a sort of jumping-off point for Breillat who 

followed this success with two adaptations of Perrault fairy tales. There are many ideas and 

images in Une vieille maîtresse that will reappear in Barbe bleue (2009) and La Belle endormie 

(2010).  
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CHAPTER THREE: BREILLAT AND FAIRY TALES 

  

Fairy tales are not generally known for their enlightened attitudes toward gender roles. 

Quite the opposite, in fact, with most actively reinforcing the roles that society has prescribed for 

men and women. So, why then would Catherine Breillat, a feminist filmmaker, choose to make a 

trilogy of fairy tale films? It is precisely because fairy tales can be so culturally conservative that 

they are ripe for rewriting. And that’s exactly what Breillat does with these tales. She rewrites 

them on film, questioning and critiquing the genre without dismissing or denouncing it outright. 

Breillat takes advantage of the inherently visual nature of the filmic medium and clearly delights 

in the fantastical elements that are fundamental to fairy tales. My approach to the films in this 

trilogy will be to focus on two major problematics with which she engages. The first is the act of 

storytelling and retelling and the power of words. The second is the question of gender identity 

and performativity. Here I am referring to the performative aspect of gender developed by Judith 

Butler in her influential text Gender Trouble. Reflecting on this work ten years after its first 

publication, Butler explains that “[t]he view that gender is performative sought to show that what 

we take to be an internal essence of gender is manufactured through the gendered stylization of 

the body” (xv). In the original text, Butler asked the reader to “[c]onsider gender, for instance, as 

a corporeal style, an ‘act,’ as it were, which is both intentional and performative, where 

‘performative’ suggests a dramatic and contingent construction of meaning” (177). This 

understanding of gender will inform, in particular, my reading of Breillat’s La Belle endormie.  

The fairy tale source material provides a clear example of how a woman filmmaker 

engages with and rewrites the dominant narratives in her own culture and raises questions about 

the cultural implications of this type of artistic practice. With these films, Breillat continues a 

French feminist tradition, in the vein of Monique Wittig’s Les Guerrières, in which the rewriting 
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of old tales is central to the feminist emancipatory project. As Jack Zipes explains in The 

Irresistible Fairy Tale,  

“Just as the women writers of fairy tales in the 1690s were part of a protofeminist 

movement of their times (Perrault was influenced by these writers), Breillat was 

influenced by and played a significant role in the second wave of contemporary feminism 

in France, and consequently, her reconfiguration of Perrault’s ‘Bluebeard’ must be placed 

within the French feminist movement of the 1960s, and has continued to alter cultural 

and social practices within France” (49). 

In addition to placing Breillat within the context of French feminism, Zipes also locates 

Breillat’s fairy tale trilogy within a “vigorous feminist cultural movement and remaking the fairy 

tale that began in the 1970s” (54). He also compares Breillat to the group of women writers who 

were at the forefront of the establishment and popularization of the literary fairy tale in 17th 

century France. It is not only important that they were women, but also that we can consider 

them proto-feminists who challenged the norms of their society through the writing and retelling 

of fairy tales.  

Zipes gives Madame d’Aulnoy as the prime example of a woman writer in the later 17th 

century that helped create and spread the model of the literary fairy tale, using these tales to offer 

a resistant and even radical alternative to the realities of the constraints imposed on women. 

Zipes explains that “It was only after d’Aulnoy introduced the title ‘conte des fées’ in 1697 or 

before in the salons that other writers began using the term that signified much more than tales 

about fairies” (24). Zipes reads the usage of this term as “a declaration of difference and 

resistance” and the tales themselves as “programs of actions or social symbolic acts projecting 

moral and ethical conflicts in alternative worlds.” The 17th century French literary salons were 
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fertile grounds for the establishment of a new genre because they offered women opportunities to 

which they would not have had access in other areas of their lives. Zipes reminds us that “These 

private salons afforded them the opportunity to perform and demonstrate their unique prowess at 

a time when they had few privileges in the public sphere” and he interprets the presence of 

fairies in their tales as a signal of “their actual differences with male writers and resistance to the 

conditions under which they lived, especially regulations that governed manners and 

comportment in their daily routines within the French civilizing process” (24). While they 

weren’t able to speak openly about their radical visions for society, the fairy-tale realms they 

envisioned, which were “not supervised by the church or subject to the dictates of King Louis 

XIV,” allowed them to create a space in which “they could project alternatives stemming from 

their desires and needs.” We can see clearly the connection between the work done by these 

women and the endeavors of Breillat and others like her some 300 years later. In both cases, 

women artists have carved out a non-phallocentric space for the radically feminine and use their 

telling or retelling of these tales as a way to call into question, among other things, regressive 

attitudes toward gender roles and constraints put on women by their societies. In each case, they 

offer a counter narrative hidden beneath the veil of the fairy tale. Because these tales make use of 

fantastical elements and thus purport to remain fully within the realm of the imagination, they 

appear, at first, innocuous. While writers like Charles Perrault exploits this aspect of the fairy 

tale to promote the status quo, d’Aulnoy and Breillat instead take advantage of this same 

particularity in order to offer feminist visions of the world.   

Zipes confirms that d’Aulnoy “imbues her tales with a protofeminist spirit,” working “to 

articulate and maintain the mundane or secular position that educated, upper-class women took 

against the pietistic restrictions as well as outdated manners and social codes of the ancien 



83 
 

régime" (34).  For Zipes, d’Aulnoy’s “aim was to rewrite the civilizing process through the 

representation of modern fairies, who strived to introduce new customs and moral behavior into 

narratives, while also reutilizing the stuff of Greco-Roman mythology, folklore, and medieval 

romances” (34). In a similar fashion, Breillat uses fairy tales and their inherently fantastical 

elements to comment on and present alternatives to the dominant patriarchal structures and 

narratives of her society, especially those regarding gender roles. Breillat is not necessarily 

establishing a new genre in the same way d’Aulnoy did, particularly because fairy tale films and 

feminist revisions of popular tales have a history in both academic and popular culture. She is, 

however, working to make visible those insidious elements of fairy tales which have pervaded 

literary and popular culture and which continue to prescribe and perpetuate rigid and regressive 

views on women, gender, and sexuality, among others. She is, then, using well-known stories 

which have become part of the popular imagination, to call into question those views which, 

although they have been taken as natural, are and have been carefully constructed to align with 

patriarchal values. In their article on Angela Carter’s translation into English of Charles 

Perrault’s La Barbe bleue, Martine Hennard Dutheil de la Rochère and Ute Heidmann  make it 

clear that Carter’s work of translating Perrault, which required looking at old tales from a 

modern perspective, led to her own later attempts to rewrite these and other stories. They refer 

then to the “profoundly transformative impact of the rewriting process” which “frees up anti-

conventional readings of old texts that challenge expectations, certainties, and comfortable 

beliefs, and undermine all efforts to contain meaning” (41). De la Rochère and Heidmann quote 

Carter herself: “Depending on the treatment of the story, Bluebeard can be used to confirm 

traditional stereotypes of women as daughters of Eve and serve patriarchal interests, or on the 

contrary (sometimes simultaneously) to criticize them” (44). The tale itself is important because 
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it is steeped in folklore and legend and has entered into the popular imagination, but just as 

important, and perhaps even more so, is the teller of the tale and her enunciative standpoint. 

Catherine Breillat has often been considered a filmmaker on the cutting edge of cinema 

and has earned the reputation as a filmmaker who isn’t afraid of creating controversy. At the 

extreme, Breillat has been labeled a peddler of pornography in the guise of art house cinema. I 

believe this misguided criticism arises from a lack of understanding of the radically feminist 

nature of her work. Her depictions of sex and sexuality are generally very raw, unromanticized 

and uneroticized representations of female desire. One might wonder then why a contemporary 

filmmaker who had previously been known for this kind of groundbreaking and original work 

would choose to adapt the texts of a canonical 17th century male writer. It is true that Breillat has 

often based her films on novels – mostly her own, but there is nonetheless a pattern of literary 

inspiration in her film work. Breillat’s literary sources put her in an odd position. On the one 

hand, she embodies in many ways the figure of the auteur. But she also adapts novels and other 

literary genres for the screen, thereby standing in direct conflict with Truffaut’s founding 

auteurist notion that film artists must spurn la tradition de qualité, that is, a tradition of writing 

scripts based on literary works and adapting them to the screen in ways that deny the specificity 

of the filmic medium. In proposing the notion of the female auteur in my study of Breillat (and 

Denis), however, I have perhaps already begun to move beyond the traditional conception of the 

author, still acknowledging the foundational force of the idea of cinema that Truffaut and others 

critics advanced in the1950s, but allowing for a more fluid understanding of what it means to be 

an auteur. Second, it is precisely because these texts are hundreds of years old and yet still 

ubiquitous and gendered in conventional ways, that they are the perfect source material for a 

filmmaker interested in questioning dominant cultural narratives.  
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Barbe bleue 

 

 Barbe bleue occupies a curious space in the landscape of fairy tales and their 

dissemination. Maria Tatar describes this tale as an “anomaly” because, unlike, for example, 

“Cinderella,” “Bluebeard…did not travel well in the great eighteenth century migration of fairy 

tales from the fireside and parlor to the nursery” (13). Nonetheless, this tale “and its variants 

enjoyed widespread circulation in European culture” and “is broadly disseminated in England, 

France, Germany, Italy, and Scandinavian countries, even reaching into Slavic traditions” (14). 

The story has also “found its way to Africa, India, and Jamaica” (14). How then, Tatar asks, “do 

we account for the way in which ‘Bluebeard’ has kept so powerful a hold on our imagination, yet 

at the same time fallen into cultural oblivion?” (13). It may be that the survival of the tale’s 

“constituent parts” has allowed it to “lead a powerful literary afterlife” (13). Or that this story 

“has a cultural edge so sharp that it continues to be recast, rewritten, and reshaped” (12). It is 

likely this perpetual rewriting that has helped to keep the tale alive. In this aspect, it is not 

unique. “[U]nderstanding how ‘Bluebeard’ has engaged in shapeshifting over centuries,” Tatar 

writes, “challenges us to the think about the ways in which stories that we think of as ‘timeless’ 

and ‘universal’ constantly have to reinvent themselves in order to ensure their survival” (15) 

 A French aristocrat, though very wealthy, has a blue beard, which made him “si laid et si 

terrible qu’il n’estoit ni femme ni fille qui ne s’enfuit de devant luy” (Perrault 58). Barbe bleue 

takes a new wife, the whereabouts of his previous wives still unknown, and upon his departure 

for a business trip leaves with her the keys to every room of the castle. He makes a special point 

to bring her attention to the smallest key, which opens a chamber that he expressly forbids her to 

enter. Unsurprisingly, she enters the chamber and discovers the grim fate of Blue Beard’s wives. 

As punishment for her transgression, she, like her predecessors, is to be put to death. She is 
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reversal of the objectifying male gaze typically associated with the cinema’s conventional modes 

of representing the feminine. In an interview published in Cineaste, Breillat discusses her plans 

for the third film in the fairy tale trilogy – La Belle et la bête. When asked how she will “deal 

with the weight” of Cocteau’s film, Breillat’s says that, for her, 

the man isn’t really a beast, but he is rather what the woman is afraid of. When Beauty is 

no longer afraid of him, her gaze will transfigure him. He will not be a beast in the film. 

He will not have the face of the beast. When her gaze transfigures him, he will become in 

her eyes a Prince Charming like men do when we fall in love with them. 

Her reply here makes clear that she remains focused on the idea of the female gaze and the ways 

in which it can be powerful and transformative – narratively and cinematically. 

In Barbe bleue, Breillat returns to familiar ground in her portrayal of the complicated 

relationship between sisters, and doubly so because the film represents two sets of sisters – those 

reading the story and those who are in the story itself. The conflicts between the sisters serve as 

an entry point into a critique of dominant discourses. In the fairy tale, Anne and Marie-Catherine 

are in a carriage on their way home, forced to leave the convent where they had been residing 

because, following the unexpected death of their father, there is no longer any money to pay for 

their education. (It is important to note here that the Mother Superior’s treatment of the girls in 

this instance can serve as a critique of Catholicism, historically, another dominant institution and 

discourse in French culture. There may also be an implicit critique of the neoliberal8 shift we are 

witnessing in our contemporary moment. They pass a castle and speak of the man, Barbe bleue, 

                                                           
8 David Harvey defines Neoliberalism as “in the first instance a theory of political-economic practices that proposes 
that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (2). As a 
result, “[d]eregulation, privatization, and withdrawal of the state from many areas of social provisions have been 
all too common” (3). Neoliberalism has “pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become 
incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world” (3). 
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who is said to live there. We learn from Anne that he has been known to kill both women and 

young girls. Marie-Catherine wonders aloud how it’s possible that he isn’t in jail for such crimes. 

Her older sister explains that there is a justice for the rich and a justice for the poor. Marie-

Catherine’s understandable response to this explanation is: “Ce n’est pas la justice alors,” to 

which Anne replies “Si.” In this exchange, we can see that while Marie-Catherine questions such 

an injustice, Anne accepts it as fact. We can also see how easily some subjects accept dominant 

narratives and the resistance faced by those who dare to question them. The differing attitudes 

toward dominant narratives demonstrated by Marie-Catherine and Anne is echoed by the two 

young sisters (Marie-Anne and Catherine) who are reading the Bluebeard story. Again, it is the 

younger sister who questions the accepted discourse. Catherine (a stand-in for the director 

herself), is the one who reads the story aloud to her older sister Marie-Anne. While Marie-Anne 

expresses her fear of the Bluebeard story, Catherine exclaims that it makes her laugh (in her 

head) while she’s reading it. Marie-Anne is frightened by the narrative because she accepts the 

core truth it presents; that is, she accepts that women will be punished for their curiosity. 

Catherine, on the other hand, reacts with laughter, because she is young enough that she has not 

yet been indoctrinated by patriarchy and believes herself capable of rewriting the narrative. Her 

reaction may also stem from her ignorance of the high price to be paid for questioning the status 

quo. She allows herself to deviate from the written text, thus challenging the authority of the 

source material.  

In the course of reading the tale, Catherine comes to the part of the story where Barbe 

bleue leaves his young wife alone once again with the keys to every room, including a small key 

to a room which she is forbidden to enter. Instead of showing us Marie-Catherine, Bluebeard’s 

bride, we see a shot of Catherine, the young storyteller, entering the forbidden chamber, where 
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she discovers the bodies of three women tied to the rafters and pads across the blood-covered 

floor, repeating to herself over and over: “I am not afraid”. Although until this point there has 

been a clear distinction between the storytellers and the story, here the line blurs and Catherine 

puts herself in the role of Marie-Catherine making a terrible discovery about the fate of 

Bluebeard’s wives. As Catherine continues to tell the tale, looking directly at the camera, we 

once again see Marie-Catherine, trying desperately to clean off the now blood-covered key by 

wiping it off on her white nightgown, staining it red. We are once again immersed in the world 

of the fairy tale. A close-up shows us the bloody key in Marie-Catherine's hand. The next shot is 

a close-up of her face, her eyes staring directly into the camera. This could be an attempt to 

connect Marie-Catherine and Catherine, her counterpart, visually, both of them having looked 

directly into the camera/at the spectator. It could also be a way of implicating the spectator in the 

tale and its consequences, not allowing the spectator to remain passive, forcing her to question 

this and other narratives which have, for so long, gone unchallenged.  

As in the Perrault tale, the young bride disobeys Bluebeard and so by his logic she must 

be killed. And also, as in the original tale, she does not die. She stalls by asking for time to pray 

and is saved just in time. As the fairy tale is coming to a close, the film returns to the frame 

narrative of the two young sisters in the 1950s. The older sister, Marie-Anne, has become more 

and more frightened by the tale of Bluebeard to that point that she begs her sister to stop reading. 

Young Catherine refuses and as she reads the end of the story, she walks forward toward Marie-

Anne, who in response continues to walk backward to get away from her. Unfortunately, she 

isn’t looking where she’s going and she falls through the open hatchway in the attic floor. The 

film cuts to a shot of one of the rescuing musketeers holding his sword to Bluebeard’s throat. It 

cuts back again to a medium shot of Catherine holding the story book and looking down. We 
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then see a shot of Marie-Anne lying motionless on the ground below framed by the opening in 

the attic floor. The mother of the two girls, the same actress who plays the mother of the sisters 

in the fairy tale, enters the attic calling for them. Shot from below, the camera looking up 

through the hatch, we see the mother approach Catherine and try to comfort her when she sees 

that she’s crying. Although Catherine continues to look down, presumably at her sister, whose 

position the viewer is now occupying, her mother never notices her gaze and so doesn’t see 

Marie-Anne sprawled out below. The mother hugs Catherine and the film cuts to a striking shot 

of Marie-Catherine standing at a table on which sits her husband’s decapitated head. The fingers 

of her left hand rest lightly on his temple, her other hand on the table, as she stares, head tilted, 

into space. Because of the gesture of her hand on his head and the juxtaposition of this image 

with the preceding shot of young Catherine being comforted by her mother (unaware of Marie-

Anne’s fall), there is the feeling of a strange and morbid intimacy between Marie-Catherine and 

her dead husband.  Her face, however, remains expressionless and she gazes off into space, 

offering the viewer no access to her thoughts. Catherine Wheatley reads Marie-Catherine’s gaze 

as sorrowful, concluding that “she resolves, like Salome, into a foolish and frivolous temptress, 

playing little girl’s games whose consequences are for more serious than she may have 

imagined” (75). Although Breillat explained in an interview that the final shot was a reference to 

Cranach’s Judith with the Head of Holofernes, it can easily be read as Salomé holding the head 

of John the Baptist. Breillat asserts her artistic and authorial vision in the creation of the image, 

but she does not in any way limit the proliferation of meaning.  

It is on this note that the film ends and so the two tales it tells end as well, but without 

providing any closure. We don’t know for sure how Marie-Catherine feels or what will become 

of her. We don’t know whether or not Marie-Anne is dead, although she certainly appears to be. 
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As with her version of La Belle endormie, here Breillat offers no closure to the tale, leaving open 

the possibility of what will come next. She also offers no explicit moral as Perrault did with his 

tales. In the fairy tale, Marie-Catherine escapes from what is clearly a frightening, life-

threatening situation with her life, but in the frame narrative Marie-Anne dies in what should 

have been the safety of her own home. Why does one of these characters live while the other 

dies? Is Marie-Catherine rewarded for transgressing and for refusing to accept her fate? Is Marie-

Anne punished for her fear and unwillingness to challenge the dominant narrative? I don’t think 

it’s that simple or that clear. I do think that Breillat leaves her version of the tale open for 

interpretation. Breillat’s refusal to follow this tale to any purportedly inevitable or definitive 

conclusion is representative of the open-endedness that characterizes feminine narrative 

practices. Where Perrault offered a moral at the conclusion of his tale, effectively halting the 

proliferation of meaning, Breillat instead invites the viewer to participate in the production of 

meaning.While this film is undoubtedly the product of her unique artistic vision, Breillat 

nevertheless refrains from imposing any sort of moral or lesson on the telling. She also avoids 

reproducing the conventional and teleological narrative that is found in Perrault’s original tale. 

Because Breillat introduces the frame narrative of the two young sisters reading the tale, she 

allows herself the freedom to move back and forth between the two stories, creating the 

possibility of new meaning through juxtaposition, and actively engaging the viewer in a 

conversation on the act of rewriting dominant narratives. She takes a similar, although not the 

same, approach with La Belle endormie, which also embraces the dynamics of intertextuality. 
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La Belle endormie 

 

Storytelling is a powerful act. Telling a story empowers the ideas that it contains, which 

explains how elements of various fairy tales have become part of a process of knowledge 

formation within and across cultures and also explains the necessity of approaching these (and 

other) oft-told tales from a new perspective, rendering the implicit explicit, and calling into 

question those elements which belong to and valorize a patriarchal, heteronormative vision of the 

world. In the opening scene of the film, an old woman, the fairy Carabosse, raises a large pair of 

scissors above her head and brings them down, cutting the umbilical cord of a newborn baby. 

First, it should be mentioned that this evokes the image of the three fates in Greek mythology, 

Atropos, in particular, the fate who decides when and how all mortals will die and cuts their 

life’s thread. This engagement with mythology reminds the viewer of the mythic aspect of fairy 

tales and also reinforces the idea that there is a certain inevitability to life in that the societal 

systems and structures we will encounter are established long before we’re born and are 

consistently reproduced. But although these structures seem inevitable, in Breillat’s film, there is, 

nonetheless, the possibility of resistance to the constraints they impose. When the three good 

fairies arrive, the evil fairy Carabosse has already given the newborn princess Anastasia a cursed 

gift – at the age of 16 she will pierce her finger on a spindle and die. But the good fairies refuse 

to accept this fate. They do not have the power to undo the curse, but they can alter it. The eldest 

fairy says, “I can improve destiny.”  And she does, through the sheer power of her words. She 

declares that rather than die, the princess will only sleep for a hundred years. The next fairy 

follows her lead and adds that while she sleeps, the princess will have a wonderful dream life. 

And the last of the three fairies says that the princess will, instead, prick her finger when she is 

six years old and when she awakens, she will be sixteen. While their amendments, in a way, also 
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predetermine the course of Anastasia’s life, the very fact that the girl will live gives her the 

possibility of eventually being in the position of making her own decisions. The second fairy’s 

gift, that of a rich dream life, is particularly interesting and perhaps offers the most freedom to 

Anastasia within the constraints of the curse. Unlike the passive princess in Charles Perrault’s 

tale, this version of the sleeping beauty will be active even in sleep. But even before the 

fulfillment of the curse, Anastasia, as young girl, questions and challenges the gender roles 

prescribed by the society and her family. 

In her childhood Anastasia discovers for herself the power of words. When she climbs 

into bed at night, she pulls down a large dictionary, from which she enjoys reading. In voice 

over, she explains that the words in the dictionary tell her stories better than novels do. Then she 

changes her mind and says that, actually, they don’t tell her stories, they tell her the meaning of 

things. She adds that “each word is like a tarot sword that tells your fortune” and then she reads 

some entries out loud. “Hermaphrodite,” she reads aloud, “a masculine word…from mythology, 

a being who displays the characteristics of both sexes…” First, she recognizes the power of 

words and the role of words as the building blocks of reality. Second, she reads the definition of 

a word, hermaphrodite, a being that by its very nature does not conform to one biological gender. 

This moment opens the way for the film’s further engagement with the problematics of gender 

identity and its performance. 

Before she falls into her cursed sleep, the young princess Anastasia shows herself to be a 

bold and rebellious child. She is not content with the rigid gender role which has been prescribed 

for her. Although she is forced to wear a traditionally feminine dress, she does not let that stop 

her from climbing tall trees and pretending she is Sir Vladimir, a brave knight. When she slips 

and ends up dangling by her legs from the tree, her father gets her down and carries her back to 
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the house. He says, “Anastasia, you must realize you’re not a boy.” She answers, “Yes, I am a 

boy and I’m Sir Vladimir.” “Unfortunately, Anastasia,” her father replies, “nature has decided 

otherwise.” She responds, “I’m a princess, so I’m the one who decides.” To give herself 

autonomy, she invokes the privilege afforded to her by the very rank which compromised it. She 

calls herself both a princess and a knight, allowing both identities to exist, and to exist 

simultaneously. In an interview that appeared in Cinéaste, Breillat explains that Anastasia “does 

not want to be a boy necessarily, but she wants to be fearless” (34). Even if that is the case, she 

nonetheless expresses her desire by insisting, at least in the context of her play time, that she is a 

boy. She already recognizes that there is a freedom boys have to which she does not have access 

and she understands the limits and constraints that are placed on her because of her gender. So 

whether or not she actually identifies as male, she does identify with the freedom and 

opportunity afforded the male gender and prefers it to her own. At this young age she has already 

realized the way that gender is shaped and enforced by society and the performances that it 

requires.  

Although Anastasia has declared her hatred for dresses and her abhorrence of most things 

traditionally associated with a construction of femininity, her mother forces her to participate in a 

ballet recital in which she and other girls her age are dressed as traditional Japanese geishas. Her 

mother paints Anastasia’s lips red and draws on winged black eyeliner. She stands still while her 

mother applies the makeup but then in front of the mirror with some other young girls, she wipes 

gleefully at her face. In voiceover she says, “I longed for the spell to work and change my life!” 

She is, at this moment, actually looking forward to the fairy’s spell because the societally 

enforced performance of a prescribed gender role is more of a curse for her than a hundred years 

of sleep could ever be. And because she knows what the good fairies have promised her, she also 
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knows that a dream life awaits her which will offer her more freedom and agency than she 

enjoys in her waking existence.  

The other girls perform on stage with fans and parasols. In addition to the eroticization of 

these young girls, there are also the discursive strains of orientalism9 and exoticism at work. 

Breillat does not seem to engage directly with these elements, but because the entire performance 

is a critique, we can assume that this dangerous kind of cultural appropriation is vilified just as 

much as the sexualized nature of this performance of femininity. When Anastasia’s mother tries 

to push her toward the stage, Anastasia resists physically and verbally, declaring that she won’t 

participate because it is a “girl’s show.” In her anger, Anastasia pulls one of the chopsticks from 

her hair and it breaks, piercing her palm. It is this decorative object, which is an essential part of 

this particular, traditional vision of performed femininity, which ultimately fulfills the curse. But 

as previously stated, this cursed sleep does not spell Anastasia’s doom. In fact, it presents an 

opportunity for her to explore and fulfill her own fantasies. 

 In her dream world, Anastasia lives with a mother and her son, Peter, and develops deep 

feelings for Peter who serves as both a brotherly figure and her first love. The mother tells 

Anastasia and Peter the story of the Ice Queen, an entirely different fairy tale, made famous by 

Hans Christian Anderson.  She tells it as a story, but the Snow Queen becomes real and becomes 

an essential part of Anastasia’s dream world. She ensorcells Peter and he disappears with her. 

Anastasia doesn’t quite understand what made him leave, but she looks up the word “puberty” in 

the dictionary and reads the definition aloud. And although we do not see these changes take 

place, we know that as she sleeps, Anastasia is also going through a physical transformation. 

While she is in a suspended state between consciousness and sleep, she is also physically 

                                                           
9 Here, the girls are “performing” the occidental construction of the Japanese geisha. 
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inhabiting another in-between space – the strange non-space that is the transition between 

childhood and adolescence.  

Peter’s disappearance does not signal the end of her dream life, but is rather the catalyst 

for spurring the rest of her dream adventures. While they presumably take place only in her 

mind, there is never the feeling that these adventures are anything but completely real. And, in 

fact, several elements of her dream life will seep into the world in which she awakens. Breillat’s 

view of childhood is neither sentimental nor nostalgic, but there is still a respect for and 

recognition of the legitimacy and richness of a young girl’s imagination. Peter’s disappearance 

sets Anastasia on a quest to find him. In a reversal of the sleeping beauty tale, here, it is the 

princess who plays the part of the hero. Although she has many grand, visually stunning 

adventures, Anastasia never does find Peter again, perhaps suggesting that while her love for him 

was real and served as the impetus for her fantastic adventures, it was not her reason for being. 

She may grieve his loss, but she is not defined by it. 

Eventually Anastasia awakens one hundred years after she pierced her hand. Although a 

young man is at her bedside, it is not he nor his kiss that has awakened her. She wakes up on her 

own, now sixteen years old. Anastasia is suddenly confronted with a different world and a 

different body than the ones she inhabited before the curse. Although she remains at first safely 

ensconced in her anachronistic fairy tale castle, she realizes that the world is different now. The 

boy at her bedside is Peter’s grandson, Johan. Somehow the boy she dreamed also existed in the 

“real” world, further blurring the lines between dreaming and waking life and reinforcing the 

genuineness of her dreamed experiences. Anastasia is also catapulted into adolescence. She felt 

love for Peter, but she feels something different for Johan and she must confront these strange 

and sudden desires. At first, she resists the modern world and Johan’s advances by her insistence 
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on continuing to wear the white, tightly corseted dress she woke up in. Each day she lets Johan 

unbutton her dress a little further until she finally concedes and sleeps with him. After their 

encounter, she disappears, leaving behind the white dress for him to find. He cradles the dress in 

his arms and sheds a tear, grieving over this remnant of femininity and purity.  

Before she sleeps with Johan, she actually has her first sexual experience with the gypsy 

girl she had met in her dream, who, like Anastasia, has aged, and has somehow become part of 

the waking world – which gives even more weight to the reality power of Anastasia’s dream life. 

Although she has so far resisted Johan’s advances, Anastasia is more easily seduced by the gypsy 

girl, who makes no attempt to hide her desire for Anastasia. We do not see their sexual encounter 

on screen; we are only shown their satisfaction after the fact, which suggests their intimacy. In 

contrast, when Anastasia and Johan do finally make love, we are witness to this event; right in 

the middle of the act, we see Anastasia’s face is contorted and she cries out, presumably in pain. 

Unlike her encounter with the gypsy girl, which appears to have been a positive experience, this 

time there is no clear indication of her enjoyment and as we will learn, this sexual experience 

will carry long-lasting consequences.  

As in her previous films, Breillat is not interested in portraying female sexuality on 

screen for the pleasure of the male gaze; she instead paints a more complex picture of desire and 

attempts to deromanticize filmic depictions of sexual acts. In the same way that she engaged with 

a portrayal of the fluidity of gender identity with Anastasia as a child, Breillat also allows for a 

fluidity of sexual orientation and/or desire. That Anastasia’s self-identification remains 

ambiguous only further contributes to a discourse on gender and sexuality that does not rely on 

binary or fixed definitions.  
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Presumably months later, we see Johan riding his bike in modern-day Paris. He happens 

upon a girl dressed in a black dress, stockings and heels, walking down the street. Although she 

has cut her hair and shed her white dress, he recognizes her as Anastasia. She has traded one 

feminized garment for another, but at least she had the opportunity to choose this one for herself.  

It is clear that Anastasia has lived another life during those missing months, that she has had 

experiences and adventures to which neither Johan nor the viewer are privy. Although we saw 

into the deepest recesses of her dreams, we are now denied access to her waking world and 

psychic life.   

Anastasia greets Johan coldly and we learn that she is pregnant. Johan can’t believe she 

didn’t tell him and that she disappeared without a word. She tells him it’s her baby and she wants 

to keep it. He reacts violently to her attitude and, presumably, to the fact that she essentially tried 

to walk out of the story, to break the heteronormative mold. He grabs her and pushes her to the 

ground. In this instant Johan transcends his role in the story and stands in as a sort of enforcer of 

the dominant patriarchal narrative; he is not only disturbed by an attempt to disrupt the narrative, 

he also becomes visibly angry and physically violent towards the woman who dares to suggest 

this alternative.  

Later they are seen lying in bed together. He asks her if she loves him as before. She 

replies, “As before. Except now it’s after. You see, I went alone into your world.” While she 

acknowledges that it’s his world, she also makes it clear that she doesn’t have to live by his or 

anyone else’s rules. The last shot shows the aftermath of their night together – her torn stockings 

and bloody scratches down his back. She is no longer a sleeping beauty, a fantasy, a fairy tale. 

She’s a flesh-and-blood woman with desires and the freedom to act on them. There was no once 
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upon a time and there is no happily ever after. There is just this. A woman who walked out of the 

roles and the stories that had been written for her. A woman who woke up.   

  

Origins 

 

 In Barbe bleue, it is made explicit that the film is directly dialoguing with the Charles 

Perrault version of the tale with a shot of the story book from which the sisters in the frame story 

are reading. There is no such visual clue in La Belle endormie, but within the context of 

Breillat’s trilogy it is clear that she is engaging once again with Perrault and with narratives 

deeply entrenched in the French cultural imaginary. Although the Perrault tale is now firmly 

grounded in French literary history, it draws inspiration from other stories that originated outside 

of France. Breillat does much the same, weaving in other tales and traditions into her revision of 

Perrault’s writing. Perrault was influenced by Giambattista Basile’s Lo cunto de li cunti overo lo 

trarrenemiento de peccerille (The Tale of Tales, or Entertainment for Little Ones, 1634-6), also 

known as Il Pentamerone, the “first integral collection consisting entirely of fairy tales to appear 

in Europe” which “marks the passage from the oral tradition of folk tales to the artful and 

sophisticated ‘authored’ fairy tales” and which “contains the earliest literary versions of many 

celebrated fairy-tale types” including Sleeping Beauty (Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales 48-9). 

Basile and Perrault (as well as Mme d’Aulnoy) were also influenced by the “fourteenth century 

prose romance Perceforest, which contains an episode entitled “L’histoire de Troylus et de la 

belle Zellandine” (Enchanted Screen 87). In this story, the Princess Zellandine receives gifts 

from three goddesses but is then cursed to sleep eternally (after pricking her finger) when one of 

them is offended. Also included in this tale is the rape and impregnation of the sleeping princess 

by the prince Troylus, her supposed rescuer. This element appeared in Basile’s version but not 
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Perrault’s. That this episode exists in the tale’s long history is relevant specifically because 

Breillat turns what is traditionally a tale of female passivity into one of female agency. Although 

it may have been Perrault’s version that Breillat took on in her attempt at re-writing, the origins 

and evolutions of the tale can also help us to better understand the kind of feminist work she is 

doing as she takes on centuries-old narratives. Even if Perrault’s tale did do away with the rape 

plot, perhaps more for the sake of bienséance than anything else, it does not necessarily offer any 

evidence of the princess’ agency. In fact, in spite of the title (La Belle au bois dormant), much of 

Perrault’s tale is focused on the heroic efforts of the tale’s prince charming. Genevieve Yue, in 

her article “Two Sleeping Beauties”, reads Breillat’s film as a subversion of “Perrault’s 

moralizing intent” that “plunges into the far reaches of female curiosity, emphasizing not the 

original’s caution but courage as it explores the inner experience of its heroine as a child” (34). 

There is clearly an element of moralizing to the tale and to the other tales published alongside it, 

as each is followed by a moral in verse. Perrault attempts to offer a lesson on the virtues of 

patience, particularly in regards to marriage, but still shows an awareness and acknowledgement 

of the lived realities of many of the women of his time period. And although Perrault’s “La Belle 

au bois dormant” has been “rejected by second-wave feminist critics on the grounds of its 

alleged reinforcement of patriarchal structures and values,” Martine Hennard Dutheil de la 

Rochère makes the important point that his tale is more complicated than it is often remembered 

to be (132). As is also the case in Breillat’s retelling, in Perrault’s tale the prince does not 

awaken the princess with a kiss10; rather, she wakes up on her own when the curse has run its 

course. Rather than simply reinforcing patriarchal values, Perrault offers a more nuanced vision 

of the institution of marriage: “the marriage takes place roughly midway through the narrative, 

                                                           
10 It is the prince’s kiss that awakens her in the Grimms’ version of the tale. 



104 
 

and rather than marital bliss, it leads to the horrific persecution of the bride and her two children 

by an ogress mother-in-law.” Angela Carter, perhaps best known for The Bloody Chamber, a 

collection of her feminist retellings of fairy tales, is owed a lot of credit for her contribution “to 

rescuing the genre from mainstream feminist critics who rejected fairy tales as inherently 

conservative and sexist, and renewed creative and critical activity in the field” (133). As de la 

Rochère explains, Carter “not only gave a new impetus and relevance to the genre in her own 

fiction, she also rehabilitated Perrault as a progressive writer” and “reclaimed [his tales] for 

feminism as she recognized a common aim to familiarize children with the politics of 

experience, to borrow her own phrase” (133). In de la Rochère’s interpretation of the tale and its 

moral, “the text easily lends itself to a feminist reading that mocks the influence of sentimental 

stories that fool girls into marrying young” (134). She also maintains that rather than extoll the 

virtues of the institution of marriage, Perrault, in fact, critiques it. Perrault counsels young 

women to consider waiting to get married, since “on ne perd rien pour attendre,” but observes 

that a young girl, nonetheless “aspire à la foy conjugale” and concludes that he has neither “la 

force ny le cœur de luy prescher cette morale” (Perrault 46). Breillat does not directly critique the 

institution of marriage in La belle endormie, but the conclusion of her film lends itself to a 

similar reading. Anastasia, now pregnant, refuses to stay with Johan, choosing instead to head 

back out into the world on her own. One wonders if Anastasia only slept with Johan in the first 

place because she was trying to recapture the love she had developed for Peter (somehow 

grandfather to Johan) in her dream. Because Peter, whom she loved in her dream life, 

disappeared and because they never consummated their love, he will always remain perfect, a 

fairy tale representation of love that never has to face the challenges of the real world. So it is 

perhaps because she was trying to hold on to the love she experienced in her dream while also 
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dealing with her sudden introduction to the hormonal confusion of adolescence that she gave in 

to Johan’s advances. Unlike her love for Peter, however, her real-life love affair is painful, in 

more ways than one, and forces her to leave behind her childhood and the dream world in which 

she grew up, to face the consequences of her new reality. This is not an attempt on Breillat’s part 

to counsel young women to abstain from sexual relationships. In fact, much of her film work has 

dealt with young women and their burgeoning sexuality, always taking them and their desires 

seriously. Instead, the ending of La Belle endormie can be more easily read as a reminder of the 

risks and the reality of being a woman in a patriarchal world. As a filmmaker she is not blaming 

or punishing Anastasia for choosing to act on her desires, but rather offering a realistic warning 

about what challenges she may face as a result. Like Perrault, then, Breillat is engaging with the 

aforementioned “politics of experience.” She is using the fairy tale genre to comment on the 

realities of the persistent myths of her own world. Although one can certainly argue that 

Perrault’s tale is not as conventional as it first appears, it would be difficult to consider it 

transgressive in the same way as Breillat’s retelling of it. While Perrault’s moral is perhaps 

intended to be more pedagogical than strictly moralizing, it is nonetheless the case that he was a 

male writer who used his work not only to entertain but also to instruct, that is to tell women 

what they should and should not do. In both La Belle au bois dormant and La Barbe bleue, 

women are punished from their curiosity, a feature of these tales which cannot be overlooked and 

which is essential to understanding the necessity of their retelling. 

In La Belle endormie, Breillat takes on not only myths surrounding female sexuality but 

also those myths relating to feminine beauty. Lori Baker-Sperry and Liz Grauerholz explore this 

myth in the context of fairy tales in “The Pervasiveness and Persistence of the Feminine Beauty 

Ideal in Children’s Fairy Tales.” In this article, they assert that “children’s fairy tales, which 
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emphasize such things as women’s passivity and beauty, are indeed gendered scripts and serve to 

legitimatize and support the dominant gender system” (711). They also maintain that “Through 

the proliferation of fairy tales in the media, girls (and boys) are taught specific messages 

concerning the importance of women’s bodies and women’s attractiveness” (724). They note, 

however, that “children’s media should not be viewed simply as gender scripts” since children 

“have the ability to use these texts to challenge or rewrite” the narratives it presents to them. Jack 

Zipes even suggested that by “introducing unusual elements into the fairy tale…the child is 

compelled to shatter a certain uniform reception of fairy tales, to re-examine the elements of the 

classical tales, and to reconsider their function and meaning and whether it might not be better to 

alter them” (724-725). Although Breillat’s films are not intended for children, they do feature 

children or young girls, many of which actively call into question and attempt to subvert or 

rewrite the texts in which they find themselves. Her films also have clear implications for the 

women that these young girls become. In Donald Haase’s survey of feminist fairy-tale 

scholarship, he offers the example of Madonna Kolbenschlag’s discussion of fairy tales as an 

attempt to “expose the feminine myths of Western culture while reasserting the potential the 

stories have to awaken and liberate women” (20). Kolbenschlag’s argument is then similar to 

Zipes’s but focuses on women rather than children. As she states, and as Haase cites, “Much of 

what we live by and attribute to nature or destiny is, in fact, in reality, a pervasive cultural 

mythology” (20) I fully concur with this view, which  highlights the necessity for artists like 

Breillat to take up these myths, to make transparent their role in the propagation of patriarchal 

ideology, and to rewrite them in ways that not only call into question this ideology they proffer 

but also engage in offering an alternate narrative. Haase makes it clear that for women writers in 

Germany and France who practiced their art in the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, the 
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challenge “was not simply to engage the emerging literary genre, which was being appropriated 

and dominated by men, but to do so under sociocultural and economic conditions that 

discouraged female authorship” (31). He also notes that  

[t]he ambiguous, ambivalent, experimental, and sometimes fragmented fairy tales penned 

by women during this time reflect their struggle to find their voices in a literary genre that 

had been institutionalized and aligned very quickly with the values and perspectives of 

patriarchy. 

Once again, it is evident, that Breillat is taking part in a tradition of women artists who have tried 

to reclaim the fairy tale genre and in such a way that they can reshape the mythology which these 

tales have created and maintained for hundreds of years. It is also clear that when women writers 

and filmmakers take on these tales, they do so with the aim of activating the potential they hold 

for transforming gender equations in the cultural sphere.  

 In their discussion of the importance fairy tales assign to the feminine beauty ideal, 

Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz explain that “the socially constructed notion that physical 

attractiveness is one women’s most important assets, and something all women should strive to 

achieve and maintain,” is a defining feature of the genre (711-712). They also maintain that 

although this ideal is “viewed largely as an oppressive, patriarchal practice that objectifies, 

devalues and subordinates women,” many of whom nonetheless “willingly engage in ‘beauty 

rituals’ and perceive being (or becoming) beautiful as empowering, not oppressive.” It is 

interesting then to look at the character of Anastasia in La Belle endormie and to examine how 

she views and internalizes the feminine beauty ideal. As a young girl, she resists the attempts by 

her parents, and her mother in particular, to initiate her into performing what Joan Rivière calls 
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the masquerade of womanliness11. Her mother wants her to wear a distinctly feminine dress and 

even though she reluctantly acquiesces, Anastasia refuses to act in a manner consistent with the 

gender code suggested by this article of clothing. She climbs trees and skins her knees, playing 

as a knight rather than a princess, adopting traditionally “boyish” behavior in spite of the 

typically “girly” dress. She resists gender norms once again when she is forced to dress as a 

heavily made-up geisha for her dance recital. In this instance she rejects not only the make-up 

she is made to wear, wiping it from her face as soon as her mother isn’t looking, but also the 

geisha persona, a submissive woman who performs most often for the pleasure of men. Whether 

she intends to or not, she is also simultaneously rejecting a culturally appropriative and 

exploitative performance of Japanese culture. Although Anastasia is an independent and 

somewhat rebellious child, her mother is still the one who chooses her clothing. And when she 

wakes up following her enchanted sleep, she is wearing a dress that was clearly chosen by 

someone else, possibly her mother, in this instance as well. While she is asleep she retains 

control of her mind but not of her body. One imagines that as she grows into a young woman, so 

too must her clothing change to fit her body, which would require that someone else dress her in 

her sleep. When she undoes the tightly laced corset, we see the red marks, the indentations which 

have been left on her back as a result. At one point Johan asks her, “De quelle espèce es-tu ?” 

and she responds, “Femme…enfin, jeune fille” and then “Pour être belle il faut souffrir.” There 

is in her first answer an acknowledgement of her liminal position in society. As a teenager, she 

occupies a space between girlhood and womanhood, but she is also in a very particular situation 

because she did come to this state progressively (at least not consciously), and when she did, it 

was sudden and all the more shocking for it. In her response to Johan, she also displays an 

                                                           
11 “Womanliness therefore could be assumed and worn as a mask, both to hide the possession of masculinity and 
to avert the reprisals expected if she was found to possess it…” (Rivière 306). 
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awareness of what is expected of her, what has always been expected of her, as a woman. She is 

not only supposed to be beautiful, she is expected to suffer for it. And this is not the first such 

reference. Earlier, in her dream, she watches Peter pruning roses so that, as he explains, they will 

grow and be “eternally beautiful.” Yes, pruning them will keep them healthy, but he is more 

interested in their beauty. He is cutting them back, shaping them, containing them so that they 

can continue to act as a source of visual beauty. It is clear that whether he realizes it or not, his 

words and actions are about more than just roses. They also serve as a commentary on the way 

women are valued for their ability to provide visual pleasure and for their knowledge of the 

measures that are taken to ensure that they do. 

 In addition to the dress and the kimono that Anastasia is forced by her mother to wear as 

a child, and the corseted dress she wakes up in, she changes clothes several other times 

throughout the film and much attention is paid to these moments. They are, in fact, part of the 

plot and mark the many stages of her journey. Within the dream world, the garments she wears 

are always given to her by others and she always accepts them and wears them, even when they 

are traditionally feminine in design.  

  

Fairy Tales, Auteurism, and the Feminine 

 

 In Chapter 1, I defined an auteur as a filmmaker who has established a distinctive yet 

evolving style and who returns to a set of thematic preoccupations across a significant number of 

films and a significant span of time, her work recognizable regardless of the subject matter it 

treats or the context in which it was produced. Catherine Breillat’s fairy tale films help to explain 

why she can be considered an auteur, a rare distinction in contemporary French cinema, 

especially for a woman director. Although these films are based on two of Charles Perrault’s 
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tales, Breillat herself wrote the screenplay for each of these films. Even if she hadn’t, it would 

not take away from her auteur status. Many of the American directors so admired by the Cahiers 

critics (Hawks, Ford, etc.) directed films that they didn’t write. As mentioned above, it is much 

more important what the director does with material than what it looks like in the form of the 

screenplay. Breillat is already such an interesting example of an auteur filmmaker because so 

many of her films are based on her own novels and she consistently writes the screenplays for 

the films she directs. But again, it wouldn’t matter if she hadn’t since within the auteur tradition, 

the screenplay has been considered less important than what the auteur makes of it cinematically.  

 Starting with Une vieille maîtresse in 2007, there is a notable shift in Breillat’s 

filmography. Although she wrote the screenplay for this film, it is based on the 1851 novel of the 

same name by Jules Amédée Barbey d’Aurevilly. This film begins a trend in her body of work 

where we see her adapting the work of other writers for the screen. These adaptations of her own 

writing anticipate her fairy tale films Barbe bleue and La Belle endormie, which are both based 

on literary works by Perrault that date back to the 17th century. We can see that in addition to her 

inclination to adapt the work of other authors, within this trend Breillat is choosing material that 

predates the 20th century. Although set (primarily) in earlier centuries, these two fairy tale films 

have connections to a more contemporary world in both content and theme. I propose that her 

films are less adaptations than they are retellings. And she uses the source material in order to 

critique and subvert it. In an interview with Amy Taubin for Film Comment, Breillat discusses 

the end of Barbe bleue, specifically the shot where the young (now) widow stands at the table, 

her hand on her late husband’s severed head, which sits on a silver platter. Breillat explains:  

It’s Judith with the Head of Holofernes by Cranach. He painted several versions, but the 

one I chose to model the shot on is the most beautiful. It proves to me the intelligence and 
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the perception of the painter. All my images are composed to the inch, and in this case, I 

wanted his head tilted at exactly the same angle as in the painting and I wanted her to 

strike exactly the same pose. It’s the incredible precision in positioning the bodies that 

transmits the emotion. (43) 

It is clear, first, that Breillat is drawing on a wide range of influences which manifest themselves 

both implicitly and explicitly in her films. This particular shot is not only intertextual, it is also a 

perfect example of the degree of control that Breillat maintains over her films, not only in 

content but also in visual style. Yes, she is working with producers, editors, cinematographers, 

but the final product is a testament to her unique artistic vision. Breillat is so involved in every 

aspect of her film that it is unsurprising that she writes herself into Barbe bleue via a surrogate. 

The younger sister in the frame narrative, in which two young girls read Perrault’s Barbe bleue, 

is a stand-in for Breillat, sharing her name and her taste for rewriting stories. This young girl, 

fittingly named Catherine in the film, is the storyteller. Although she reads Perrault’s words from 

a book, she does not refrain from attempting to weave in elements from other stories. At one 

point she tries to insert an ogress into the Bluebeard tale, a transgression which her older sister 

opposes. The ogress figure appears in the second half of Perrault’s version of La Belle au bois 

dormant, an element which is left out of Breillat’s retelling of the tale in La Belle endormie. 

Later, young Catherine seamlessly writes herself into Barbe bleue, physically taking the place of 

Bluebeard’s young bride when she first enters the secret chamber and sees the pools of blood and 

the corpses of his previous wives. Breillat again writes herself into the film by way of the 

character of Catherine who then writes herself into the Bluebeard tale, momentarily taking the 

place of the bride. There is then a sort of mise-en-abyme of authorship at work here.  
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 In La Belle endormie as well, Breillat creates a highly intertextual work, incorporating a 

variety of elements from other fairy tales, literary works, cultural traditions, history, and 

mythology. As with Barbe bleue, here she is not content to adapt Perrault’s tale, she makes it her 

own by creating a tapestry of interwoven textual references and then uses this new formulation to 

critique certain aspects of Perrault’s original. Consider first that the name Breillat gives to her 

version of the sleeping beauty is Anastasia. Given that her mother and grandmother in the film 

are Russian, one can read into her name a reference to the daughter of Czar Nicholas II, who at 

one time was believed to have survived the murder of the royal family that occurred during the 

Russian Revolution of 1917. This history correlates to the story of the sleeping beauty in that the 

tale’s female protagonist survives a curse that should have meant her death. Within the world of 

Anastasia’s dream, there is also the inclusion of the story of the Snow Queen, a character created 

by Hans Christian Andersen for his 1844 fairy tale of the same name. In fact, much of the 

trajectory of Anastasia’s journey within the dream echoes that of Gerda’s in The Snow Queen. In 

Andersen’s tale, a devil creates a mirror that makes all good and beautiful things look just the 

opposite and which magnifies the ugliness of everything that was already bad. When this mirror 

broke apart, the tiniest grain of glass had the power of the whole mirror and because some pieces 

were so small they could easily get into someone’s eyes or heart. Andersen’s tale also features 

two children who are neighbors, Kai and Gerda, who are not siblings, but who love each other as 

if they were. In the summer they enjoy playing together and appreciating the rose bushes in 

bloom. But when a piece of the mirror gets into Kai’s eye and heart, he begins to see everyone, 

including Gerda as ugly, and he begins to treat them cruelly until he disappears with the Snow 

Queen. Gerda goes on a quest to find Kai, who she loved so dearly. She visits a sorceress, a 

prince and princess, a robber girl, a Lappish Woman and a Finnish woman, most of whom 
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appear in some form in the film within Anastasia’s dream. The robber girl becomes the gypsy 

girl (still making threats of violence and sexual advances), the prince and princess appear as such 

but also evoke Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and the Finnish woman 

appears as the seer woman whom Anastasia visits last. In fact, she repeats almost word for word 

what the Finnish woman says in Andersen’s tale: “I can give her no more power than what she 

has already…that power lies in her heart, because she is a sweet and innocent child!” In the film, 

as in Andersen’s story, this woman tells Anastasia that her deer will take her to a bush with red 

berries, onward from which she will find her love. In Andersen’s tale, Gerda finds Kai in the 

Snow Queen’s palace and is able to free him. When they return home together, they remark upon 

entering the house that “they were now grown up.” Their grandmother reads from the Bible: 

“Unless ye become as little children, ye cannot enter the kingdom of heaven” and the tale ends 

with: “There sat the two grown-up persons; grown-up, and yet children; children at least in heart; 

and it was summer-time; summer, glorious summer!” In Breillat’s film, when Anastasia arrives 

at the red berry bush, in voiceover she remembers her mother’s warning not to eat unknown fruit 

because it could kill her, but then in answer to herself says, “Mais moi je risque rien, je rêve” as 

the film cuts to a shot of the now teenage Anastasia asleep on a four post bed. “Si, si, je risque de 

mourir pendant mon sommeil,” she concedes to herself, as a young man dressed in black, Johan, 

enters the room where she sleeps. Then she corrects herself, “Non, non, je suis trop jeune pour 

mourir.” And finally, answers herself: “Oui, mais si on meurt en rêve, on se réveille alors.” The 

camera pans around to the right side of the bed and zooms in on the sleeping girl, only Johan’s 

hands can be seen as he waits; we watch her breathing, the dead chicken laid across her body 

moving up and down with each inhale and exhale. At last she wakes up, seemingly of her own 

accord, and looking up at Johan asks, “Que faites-vous ici?” At this moment, after spending a 
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significant portion of the film in the world of dreams and firmly within the realm of the Snow 

Queen, we return to the primary narrative – that of the sleeping beauty. Unlike Gerda, Anastasia 

does not find the love she lost to the Snow Queen. But very much like Gerda, she does suddenly 

find herself no longer a child. Why does Breillat not only include The Snow Queen in her 

retelling of Sleeping Beauty but also make it such a central part of the film? Why is this tale the 

form that Anastasia’s dream takes? Perhaps it is because, at least at first glance, Gerda has more 

agency than the character of the sleeping beauty. Perhaps because it is an opportunity to retell 

and critique from a feminist perspective a tale that also aligns itself in many ways with 

patriarchal values but which is called into question far less often than Sleeping Beauty, for 

example. Sleeping Beauty is perhaps more commonly critiqued by feminist scholars because the 

notion of female passivity is front and center, standing right in the title of the story. The Snow 

Queen possibly requires a more in-depth reading to unpack and bring to light those elements 

which, however latent, are aligned with patriarchal values. On the surface, the character of Gerda 

appears to have agency, but her quest is not for herself, it is to rescue Kai. She takes on the role 

of the hero, the rescuer, a role traditionally fulfilled by men in fairy tales. She ultimately rescues 

him but receives no glory, and apart from the fact that she grows up over the course of her 

journey, her tale does not continue. All of her actions are motivated by her love for Kai and her 

need to rescue him. But simply reversing roles does not necessarily lead to a feminist tale. The 

role of the hero, although here fulfilled by a girl, is not questioned or subverted in any way. In 

her article “In Search of Nancy Drew, the Snow Queen, and Room Nineteen: Cruising for 

Feminine Discourse,” Ellen Brown asks of the Snow Queen, “What does this story teach me?” 

(5). She answers with the following:  
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That other women are my enemy: I will have to oppose them to gain the love of men. 

That there is power in being feminine, as long as we are feminine in the ways defined by 

patriarchy: Gerda’s power is her goodness, her devotion, and her many tears. 

She adds later,  

Despite the story’s implications that I should admire and emulate Gerda, I don’t want to 

be like Gerda, who foolishly goes barefoot in the snow and cries all the time. I am 

supposed to denounce the Snow Queen, but I feel sorry for her…Secretly, I want to be 

like the Snow Queen…for she has strength, power, property, and  freedom – things which 

my culture has told me it is good to want (as long as you are a white man). (5-6) 

Although Gerda is the hero and the Snow Queen the villain of the story, Brown finds herself 

more interested in and drawn to the latter. The Snow Queen does not have to be good the way 

Gerda has to be good. She loves Kai, but her life and her actions do not revolve around him. In 

fact, she leaves her palace at one point, seemingly indifferent to Kai’s fate – that is whether he 

will escape or not.  

 We might also consider Breillat’s demonstrated interest in the burgeoning sexuality of 

young women. In his article about sexuality in fairy tales, Jørgen Dines Johansen explains that  

“…Kai is imprisoned within the eternal winter of male pride and pubescent sexuality whereas 

Gerda barely escapes the imprisonment in eternal female childhood, a childhood, however, beset 

with erotic fantasies” (138) and that Gerda’s “pure love for Kai…leads to escape from the 

entrapment of unfulfilled, pubescent longings” (139). Ultimately, Johansen argues, it is through 

“her faith, fidelity, and non-sexual love” that “Gerda defeats the demonic powers with the help 

of the angels.” In Johansen’s reading of the Snow Queen and other Andersen works, “a barrier 

exists that more often than not prevents the protagonists from experiencing adult sexual 
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fulfillment” (137). Such a reading could help explain Breillat’s interest in the Snow Queen and 

her choice to include it in her retelling of Sleeping Beauty. If in Andersen’s original tale there is 

no adult sexuality for the newly adult protagonists, in Anastasia’s dream the possibility does not 

even exist. Anastasia doesn’t find Peter and she doesn’t reach adolescence until she awakens. 

Just as Breillat has Anastasia face the real world repercussions of her fairy tale love, she also 

allows her to act on her sexual desires which remained repressed in her childhood dream world. 

More like the Snow Queen than Gerda, then, Anastasia does not have to be good and she does 

not have to suppress her sexual feelings.  

 It is also interesting to consider the fact that the Snow Queen originates in a completely 

different culture than the Sleeping Beauty. In her fairy tale films, Breillat is clearly and explicitly 

engaging with Perrault’s works and consequently with some of the most deeply-rooted 

mythologies of her own culture. But while Sleeping Beauty finds its origins in Western Europe, 

the Snow Queen is distinctly Scandinavian. Perhaps in including this tale, Breillat is attempting 

to make the point that patriarchal ideology is present not just in French culture but in others as 

well, that these patriarchal values are insidious and ubiquitous, and wherever they are found they 

must be questioned and rewritten. In what ways, then, does Breillat rewrite these tales? 

 One of the key elements of Breillat’s revision of the Snow Queen is that in her version 

Anastasia never finds Peter. Although the original motivation for her quest was to find him, the 

dream ends before she does. We don’t know if she would have found him otherwise, but it 

ultimately matters little. And, in fact, because she doesn’t find him, her adventure remains fully 

her own, it is her journey to adolescence rather than his that remains at the forefront. If she had 

found him, her story would have become his. Instead she leaves both him and her childhood 

behind in her dream world and awakens into adolescence. Johan is there when she wakes up and 
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becomes another obstacle. He tries to take control of her and of her story. Unlike Gerda in the 

Snow Queen, Anastasia acts on her feelings for Peter (through the intermediary of Johan). Her 

love does not remain “pure” and non-sexual. But it is not because of this that she was unable to 

rescue Peter. It is already too late for that when she acts on her sexual desires. Breillat might, 

then, be calling into question the patriarchal and deeply Christian construction of sexual “purity.” 

Whereas Gerda had to remain “pure” to rescue Kai, Anastasia’s decision to sleep with Johan 

ultimately has no bearing on her original quest to find Peter.  

Breillat’s narrative also points to one of the ways in which La Belle endormie can be 

considered a feminine film. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the notion of the feminine in general, 

and feminine writing more specifically, is in no way dependent on sex (being anatomically 

female) or gender (performing femininity as culturally and societally constructed). Feminine 

writing demonstrates a willingness to let questions go unanswered and, in fact, puts more value 

on the asking of questions than any answers they might elicit. Feminine writing challenges the 

masculine, that is, writing aligned with patriarchal values that insists above all on reason, logic, 

and teleology. In style, feminine writing resists these tenets, allowing itself to be instead 

suggestive, elliptical, inviting the reader to participate in the production of meaning. Catherine 

Breillat’s fairy tale films, then, can be considered feminine films, not because she is biologically 

female or because she is a feminist, but because each film challenges patriarchal values and 

stands opposed to masculine writing and its forms of enunciation, in both content and style. 

It is important that Anastasia does not find Peter because to have done so would keep the 

teleology of the original narrative intact. The story does not proceed to its “logical” conclusion; 

instead it just stops, interrupted by Anastasia’s waking up in the real world. And later Anastasia 

disappears from the story for an unspecified period of time and neither Johan nor the viewer 
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knows for certain what she was doing during that time. We know that she’s pregnant and that 

she’s going to keep her baby, but she gives no clue as to where she was or what she might have 

done. The film ends with a shot of the aftermath of Anastasia and Johan’s reunion – her torn 

stockings and bloody scratches down his back. There is no real conclusion, no happily ever after. 

As with the Snow Queen narrative in the dream world, the film, and thus Anastasia’s story, ends 

(for the viewer) without any closure. Breillat offers no indication of what will come next, only 

that there is a next to come. Because there is no conclusion, the possibilities are endless. And 

especially because the film is part of the fairy tale genre, there really is no limit to what could 

subsequently happen. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CLAIRE DENIS AND THE (POST-)COLONIAL 

 

While Claire Denis’s style of filmmaking is certainly unique (hence the auteur label), we 

can trace its roots back to the early days of cinema, before the advent of sound, to the avant-

garde feminist work of French filmmaker Germaine Dulac. Although Denis’s work is perhaps 

less concerned with creating cinematic expressions of feminine subjectivity than was Dulac’s, 

we can nonetheless draw a line from Dulac to Denis because of their particular insistence on the 

use of formal elements to create meaning in their films. I turn to Sandy Flitterman-Lewis’s 

writing on Germaine Dulac in To Desire Differently: Feminism and the French Cinema in order 

to more clearly illustrate the feminist heritage that Denis carries on in French cinema. As 

Flitterman-Lewis writes, Dulac “enthusiastically agitated for the creation of a ‘pure’ cinema,” 

that is, “a type of filmmaking that would illustrate its very processes, the famous ‘cinematic 

specificity’ that preoccupied all those concerned with film in the twenties” (47). Filmmakers and 

theorists of this time period were eager to legitimize cinema, not by analogizing it with well-

established arts like literature or painting, but by insisting on the unique potential of its formal 

elements to create meaning. Although cinema is now considered an art unto itself and perhaps no 

longer has anything to prove, Denis carries the torch lit by Dulac and other filmmakers and 

theorists of early cinema, that is, she continues to concern herself with the specificity of the 

cinema, moving further and further away from reliance on narrative coherence and relying more 

and more on formal elements and montage to open up new spaces for the creation of meaning. 

Chocolat, it seems, has most often been written about in terms of character and narrative 

analysis, an approach that has certainly been fruitful. There is, however, much untapped potential 

for the reading of this film that rests at the level of its most basic formal elements, mise-en-scène 

and montage.  
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As I have mentioned several times, Claire Denis has often resisted any attempts to 

categorize her based on her gender and has also hesitated to call her filmmaking feminist. I still 

maintain, however, that her success is all the more noteworthy because she has achieved it as a 

woman in a historically and consistently male-dominated field. And, she has done so by 

employing a distinctly feminine form of filmmaking. To understand the importance of her work 

to feminism, I once again look to Flitterman-Lewis’s discussion of Germain Dulac. In 

Flitterman-Lewis’s estimation, “Dulac is important for feminists precisely because she did not 

view feminist filmmaking simply as the suffusion of available forms with ‘feminist’ content” 

(48). On the contrary, “for Dulac, feminist filmmaking meant working at the very sources of 

cinematic expressions through the manipulation of formal elements, in order to provide an 

alternative to the dominant film practice, to speak in another language” (48). This is precisely 

what Denis has accomplished in her film work. Whether or not the content of any of Denis’s 

films is related to women or women’s issues becomes secondary to her masterful manipulation 

of formal elements, which allows her to create films that speak in the feminine, disrupting and 

subverting expectations, in such a way that allows her to simultaneously call into question the 

dominant fiction. Once again writing about Dulac, Flitterman-Lewis explains that to 

“contemporize her discourse is to understand the varied and ‘multiple impressions’ of the psyche 

as another language of desire, a discourse in the feminine which suggests alternatives to the 

dominant fictions of reality” (57).  By creating alternatives to traditional film language, Dulac 

contributed to the project of destabilizing dominant discourse, one that Denis has also taken up, 

intentionally or otherwise. I repeat here a quote from Hélène Cixous’s Le rire de la Méduse that 

is particularly relevant to this discussion: “writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the 

space that can serve as a springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of a 
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transformation of social and cultural structures” (879). Cixous adopted philosopher Jacques 

Derrida’s notion of phallogocentrism to illustrate the importance of creating an entirely new way 

of writing. It is not enough to write subversive ideas if they are elaborated within that rational, 

logical, teleological language of the masculine that has gone unmarked and unquestioned. By 

writing in a new, feminine language, it is possible to change the fixed perception of reality 

perpetuated by the dominant fiction12. Many of Denis’s films do, in content, question the status 

quo, but it is actually through the formal elements of these films, that the possibility of change is 

created.  

My aim in this chapter is to trace the evolution in Claire Denis’s filmmaking by closely 

examining two films that, in a way, book end her illustrious career in cinema. These films are 

Chocolat (1988) and White Material (2009). Chocolat, alternating between frame narrative and 

flashback, offers a glimpse of French colonial Cameroon through the eyes of a young French girl 

who grew up there during this period. Although the film is fictional, it is often read as at least 

semi-autobiographical, considering the fact that Denis herself spent her childhood in colonial 

French Africa. But in spite of the parallels between the character of France Dalens and Denis 

herself, Denis tends to dismiss the notion that her work is “autobiographical.” While her life 

experiences have no doubt informed her treatment of this material, her resistance to seeing her 

films as a reflection of those personal experiences is understandable, especially if one looks 

beyond the basic narrative of the film.   

 A key trait in the definition of an auteur is a film artist’s return to familiar thematic 

preoccupations across a significant body of work, through films whose style is unmistakably that 

of their director. In my first chapter, I added to these widely accepted criteria the important 

                                                           
12 See Chapter 3 for more on the notion of the dominant fiction as developed by Kaja Silverman 
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element of evolution, that is, the idea that not only is the filmmaker in question returning to 

thematically familiar material presented in a distinctive and well-established style, but also in 

some way progressing in their treatment of these themes and allowing their style to develop. In 

the original conception of the auteur, it was essential that a film be recognizable as the work of 

the filmmaker regardless of the subject matter. I am merely allowing here for the evolution of 

subject and style over a decades-long career so that while a film is recognizable as coming from 

a specific filmmaker’s vision it is also clear that as they move through their career they are also 

moving forward rather than stagnating. I reiterate these points because it is in this chapter that I 

examine Claire Denis’ films Chocolat (1988) and White Material (2009). The comparative 

nature of my approach to these films highlights exactly artistic evolution that takes place in 

Denis’ work. These two films were made over two decades apart and yet they are remarkably 

similar in subject matter. For this reason, they offer the viewer an exceptional opportunity to 

observe the aforementioned evolution in Denis’ work over some twenty years. Although, as I 

mentioned, the films treat similar subject matter, and are both recognizable as Denis’s work, they 

are also notably different. White Material is perhaps the culmination of Denis’ increasingly 

elliptical style of filmmaking, an evolution that is all the more evident when considered side by 

side with Chocolat. While Chocolat was Denis’ first and also perhaps her most conventional 

film, it nonetheless offers the first glimpse of a set of thematic preoccupations which will return 

again and again, even in those of Denis’ films that are not explicitly about the French colonial 

and post-colonial periods.  

Although the very personal vision that adheres to the status of the auteur does not require 

that their films be autobiographically inspired, Claire Denis’ life experiences nonetheless inform 

her work and have no doubt influenced her frequent return to subject matter that addresses 



123 
 

French colonialism and post-colonialism either directly or indirectly. Her personal history is tied 

to France’s colonial history by virtue of her early life experiences.  Claire Denis was born in 

Paris in 1948 but grew up in West Africa because of her father’s administrative position with the 

French Colonial Service (Beugnet 7). As Beugnet aptly explains, “Denis grew up a foreigner, 

and a representative, albeit, as a young girl, a marginal one, of an oppressive colonial power” and 

when she returned to France at the age of 14, it was “to a country where she belonged by 

nationality, but which she did not know at all” (8). It is no surprise then that much of her film 

work returns to themes of identity and foreignness while weaving together personal and 

“official” histories. The latter is perhaps one of the most fundamentally feminine aspects of her 

filmmaking, especially where she relocates France’s colonial history within intimate spaces, 

wresting it from grand narratives of “great men,” their “adventures” and the “glory” they attain 

in pursuing them. Denis’ reframing of the narrative within the domain of the personal, with a 

focus on the home and family, does not limit the perspective, but in fact broadens it, allowing 

and encouraging the viewer to identify with multiple characters in the course of a single film. 

And the creation of space in which multiple voices can be heard within her films parallels the 

very method of their production as Denis frequently collaborates with the same screenwriter and 

cinematographer, Agnès Godard and Jean-Pol Fargeau. It can thus be said that their contributions 

have been invaluable to the distinctive film style of Denis’ films which allows us to categorize 

her as an auteur.  

  

Chocolat 

 

To better understand Denis’s approach to filmmaking, I will start at the beginning, that is, 

with her first feature film Chocolat (1988). As I mentioned above, one of the distinctively 
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feminine aspects of Denis’ filmmaking lies in her exploration of France’s historical past through 

the lens of the personal, and through intimate spaces her characters occupy. Chocolat serves as a 

perfect example of this narrative strategy. In this film, France’s memories of her childhood 

become a point of entry into a wider historical context that nonetheless always remains centered 

on the personal. Although France could be considered the protagonist of the film, in a way she is 

more of an observer than an active participant in the history represented. She is more like the 

camera than the filmmaker of her own experience. In the case, while the personal is a point of 

entry it is also a point of departure. It is through this individual retelling that a national, 

collective memory is called into question. With the exploration of childhood memories there is 

of course the danger of descending into the realm of nostalgia, which can become particularly 

problematic when those memories are inextricably linked to colonial history. However, Denis 

manages to temper nostalgia not only by allowing the viewer access to some less than rosy 

depictions of the nature of the French colonial presence in Africa, but also by allowing the 

narrative to move beyond the boundaries of France Dalens’s own memories. That is, while she is 

our point of access to the story being told and she appears in both the present and past of the 

film, the viewer is privy to events that France could not have witnessed. And there are moments 

in the film where the viewer is put into a position in which s/he identifies not with France but 

with Protée, houseboy to the family and caregiver to France. In one scene, when France and her 

mother, Aimée, return from the cemetery, Protée is seen showering in the courtyard. However, 

the position of the camera brings the viewer extremely close to Protée in this private moment, 

capturing France and Aimée in the background heading towards the house. Knowing that they 

have seen him, feeling exposed, allowed no privacy or dignity, Protée begins to cry, angry and 

ashamed. The camera stays with him and thus invites the viewer to identify with him, to also feel 
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exposed, ashamed, angry, as France and Aimée disappear into the house, just figures in the 

background of this moment of personal agony. This is just one instance where the camerawork is 

essential to our multi-focal/vocal experience of the film.  

Chocolat’s first shot is a still frame of ocean waves. The very presence of the waves 

suggests movement although there isn’t any at first. Then the image begins to move, so subtly 

that it feels as if it had been moving the whole time. Two figures are just barely visible in the 

water, two specks of humanity in the seemingly endless grey expanse of sky and sea. The camera 

pans to the right, capturing lush green trees that appear particularly vibrant in contrast with the 

muted colors of the seascape we have just seen. Almost 180 degrees to the right of the first shot, 

we see a young woman sitting on a log on the beach, listening to a Walkman and looking out at 

the sea. Her point of view presumably the one we have just experienced, suggested by the classic 

shot/reverse shot editing here. Yet we move next to a high angle medium close-up of a young 

black boy lying in the sand by the water’s edge, the tide washing gently over him; the camera 

moves, revealing a man lying beside him. Then back to the woman looking out at the water. 

While the first shot/reverse shot pairing lined up in a way that realistically suggested that we 

were seeing the world from this young woman’s perspective, the relationship between the next 

two shots is less clear-cut. The angle and degree of close-up of the shots of the man and boy 

would make it impossible for these images to have come from the young woman’s perspective. 

We cut to a high angle shot of the woman’s foot as she wipes sand from it. The angle and 

proximity of the shot once again suggest that the camera is adopting her point of view. Just a few 

minutes into the film and with only a handful of shots, Denis has already established two 

important things for the viewer. She has offered a point of entry for the viewer through the 

perspective of this young woman, thus encouraging the viewer to identify with her. However, 
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Denis has also already made it clear that while the viewer is invited to identify with the young 

woman, her vision does not always capture things as they are. The close-ups of the man and the 

boy hint at the fact that over the course of the film the viewer will sometimes bear witness to 

events and adopt points of view that are realistically beyond the scope of this one character’s 

experience. She may be our entryway to the story told, but our experience will not be limited to 

only that which she sees and remembers.  

Like vision, time is also established as being relative and variable. The first shot, which 

begins as a still frame and is then set in motion, shows us from the outset that history and 

memory are not moments forever frozen but constantly in motion, even changing depending on 

who happens to be remembering the past at any given moment in time. Our view of history is 

like the position of a camera. We see it as somehow capturing a supposed objective reality. But 

upon further scrutiny, we realize that what we see, what we know, will always depend on who is 

behind the camera. And that is why it is so important that there are filmmakers like Claire Denis 

who offer an alternate vision of History; she throws into questions its claims of objectivity and 

takes an archeological approach to uncovering the past.  

When the young woman finally comes into contact with the man and boy she was 

observing, it is as she walks down a tree lined road and the man stops to offer her a ride. It is 

here that we learn the boy is the man’s son and that the young woman’s name is France. He asks 

her, “Vous êtes touriste?” to which she replies “si vous voulez.” Although we will soon learn that 

France spent her childhood there in Cameroon, she leaves her relationship to the country 

ambiguous, allowing the man to think whatever he wants, to consider her a tourist, which in 

many ways, she is. We will also learn later in the film that the man and his son are themselves 

tourists in their own way. The man introduces himself as William J. Park, an American and thus, 
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in his words, “not a real native.” He had thought that, as a black man, he would feel at home in 

Cameroon, and he does indeed feel that way upon his arrival: “Ça y est, t’es rentré chez toi.” But 

then he gets a cab from the airport and the driver takes advantage of him as he would of any 

newly arrived visitor to the country. “He didn’t care that I was black,” William explains. Like 

France, William’s sense of identity in this context is precarious. France grew up in Cameroon 

and lived among, though separate, from the country’s indigenous people; yet however close she 

may have felt to her childhood home and to the people she knew there, she always remained a 

foreigner. William expected that as an African American he would find a sense of community, of 

solidarity in Limbe, but, as he says, “Je suis resté un Américain.” His African heritage ends up 

mattering less in these circumstances than his American citizenship. Although France and 

William both have ancestral connections to this place, they remain, in spite of it, outsiders.  It is 

important that Denis does not immediately reveal the origins of William J. Park. It is only later 

that the viewer learns, through his dialogue with France, that he is an American. Denis allows the 

viewer to assume whatever he or she wants about William and his son and about France. It is 

easy for the viewer and for France to think that William and his son, both black, are African, just 

as it is easy for the viewer and William to assume that France, a white woman, is simply a 

tourist. The lack of exposition, especially early in the film, ultimately leads the viewer to 

confront his or her assumptions about identity; a common trait of films belonging to what 

Catherine Portuges calls the colonial féminin: a “cinema of memory” in which “border crossings 

translate into a mise-en-scène that destabilizes traditional assumptions of ethnicity, nationality, 

sexuality, and the family” (88). Portuges considers Chocolat to be one of three films that have 

“contributed significantly to this genre” (82). For Portuges, although Denis, Brigitte Roüan, and 

Marie-France Pisier, refuse “codification within women’s cinema,” their films (Chocolat, 
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Outremer, and Le Bal du gouverneur, respectively), “taken together, may be fruitfully interpreted 

as visual analogs of l’écriture feminine” (82). These films are, she argues, part of a larger 

“reassessment project” through which “French women filmmakers are calling into question 

France’s ambivalent relationship to its colonial past in cinematic projects that focalize first-

person, introspective autobiographical narratives” (81). We can contrast these films and their 

approaches with “films narrated through male protagonists that emphasize reenactments of war” 

(81). Although the films she examines are situated within the realm of the personal, they are, in 

Portuges’s assessment, “more than merely self-promoting exercises in melancholic nostalgia or 

innocent complicity,” precisely because they “reinscribe French colonial history within a visual 

space that – implicitly if not explicitly – critiques prior erasures of women’s subjectivity from 

the horizon of colonial stories” (81). So, while it is easy to categorize Chocolat as 

autobiographical, the intensely personal and intimate spaces depicted in the film ultimately serve 

a broader purpose. While France (and Denis) may be coming to terms with their own feelings of 

guilt and complicity in the process of colonial predation, this cinematic exploration of a personal 

past opens up new possibilities for writing the history of a nation’s past that might now be 

considered shameful.  

In considering the three texts she sees as expressions of the colonial féminin, Portuges 

concludes that these French women directors are essentially “suturing the spectator into what 

appears on the surface to be a classical, commercial film.” As a result, they “end up implicating 

themselves, the viewer, and the occupying forces in the violence that remains present but unseen 

beyond the confines of claustrophobic domestic enclosures” (88). The term suture here refers to 

“the name given to the procedures by means of which cinematic texts confer subjectivity upon 

their viewers” (Silverman 195). Within a film, “shot relationships are seen as the equivalent of 
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syntactic ones in linguistic discourse, as the agency whereby meaning emerges and a subject-

position is constructed for the viewer” (201). In classical cinema, it is of the utmost importance 

to conceal the viewing subject’s passivity and for the film to deny the existence of reality outside 

of the fiction (203). The viewing subject is “unable to sustain for long its belief in the autonomy 

of the cinematic image” and “demands to know whose gaze controls what it sees” (202). Thus, 

the “shot/reverse shot formation is calculated to answer that question in such a manner that the 

cinematic illusion remains intact” (202). Just as French fairytales served as a seemingly 

innocuous springboard for counter-cultural representations of gender, sexuality and sex, Denis’ 

Chocolat, which on the surface looks like a nostalgic return to a childhood spent in French 

colonial Africa, offers her a space in which to call into question the “official” narrative of this 

historical period, to examine intimacies and complicities, and to change the scope from one of 

grand adventure and exoticism to one that depicts claustrophobic domestic spaces, expectations 

and tensions.  

Martine Beugnet describes Claire Denis’s films as “tales of foreignness – a foreignness 

that is simultaneously physical and mental, geographical and existential” (2). The foreignness 

she is referring to here is contrasted with the othering and exoticizing tendencies of some other 

films that have revisited French colonial history and ultimately reaffirm the colonial mindset 

rather than call it into question. Beugnet makes the point that “…one of the techniques of the 

heritage cinema of empire consists in using ‘native’ people as (‘colorful’) setting and backdrop 

against which the destiny of the (white) heroes unfolds” (12). Chocolat subverts this tendency by 

making Protée, the young Black African man working as a servant for the Dalens family, a 

central figure in the film, often shifting focus away from France and Aimée in order to identify 

with Protée instead. As I mentioned above, the shower scene is a particularly striking example of 
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this shift, wherein the viewer is made to identify with and experience on a visceral level his 

shame. Beugnet also makes the point that Denis was well aware of the identity politics that she 

brought into play in making this film. She wanted to revisit the French colonial period not only 

from her own limited perspective but also to situate this personal experience within the context 

of a larger narrative which would more easily allow for critique and thus avoid the trap of blind 

nostalgia.  

In her study of Chocolat, Judith Mayne insists on the fact that Denis was well aware of 

the “dangers of making a film about white people in Africa” (40). Denis thus made every attempt 

to avoid creating “an African perspective or point of view in the film” (36). Mayne points to the 

narrative structure of the film – the frame narrative and flashbacks – as an attempt on Denis’s 

part to “make clear that for white people, especially those who have lived in Africa, any 

recollection of Africa is shaped and formed by very particular circumstances” (40). Mayne posits 

that the film “emphasizes and draws attention to the status of white observation not by talking 

about it but by making it an integral part of the film” (40). Because the film is, at least on the 

surface, “a white woman’s attempt to reconnect with her past,” the film is able to go beyond a 

simple evocation of memory in order to explore “the nature of seeing and being seen, of listening 

and silence” (40). The point that Beugnet and Mayne are both ultimately making about Denis 

and Chocolat is that Denis was/is aware of the complex and even problematic nature of her 

connection to Africa and renders this explicit through the device of the flashback embedded in 

the frame narrative and through France’s often stoic observation of everyday life in the domestic 

space shaped by colonial relations. 

Both as an adult and a child, France offers little in the way of explanation or judgment, 

but rather than providing some sort of (impossibly) objective view on the events represented in 
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the film, her presence serves to problematize the notion of the white gaze. As Beugnet mentions, 

there was a pattern of ethnographic approaches to filmmaking in the context of French cinema in 

the post-colonial period that aims to revisit the history of French colonialism. Denis draws 

attention to and subverts this tendency toward racial othering in several ways. When, for 

example, the Englishman Jonathan Boothby visits the Dalens home, France and one of the 

household servants, a Black African woman, watch Boothby as he is undressed by his servant 

after dinner. They are hidden among the trees and bushes outside. They observe Boothby through 

the window, the light from his room made all the more bright in contrast to the darkness of the 

night outside. It is almost like France and her companion are in a darkened theater watching 

Boothby move across a bright screen. Or as if they are observing him in an artificial recreation of 

his natural habitat. Seeing his body, half undressed, they comment on and laugh about how hairy 

he is. There is a strange dynamic at play here. The woman is native to this place, but she is a 

servant and lives in the servants’ quarters, a realm separate from the main house. Although she 

was presumably born in Cameroon, in this place she is an outsider, here, literally on the outside 

looking in. In the domestic space represented here, France belongs, in the sense that her family is 

in charge here. But in the wider context, she is the outsider, she and her family claiming 

ownership in a place where they are, actually, foreigners. Jonathan Boothby is a family friend 

and a guest in the house. He is welcomed into the family home and treated as someone who 

belongs, his own country having colonial ties to Cameroon, although neither he nor the Dalens, 

in fact, belong there at all. What is most interesting here, is that although the power dynamic 

ultimately remains stable, there is nonetheless a brief moment where Boothby is treated as an 

object of curiosity and amusement, a foreign body rejected from the community. France, a white 

French girl, navigates spaces that belong to native Cameroonians in a way that others cannot or 
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will not. It is her young age, perhaps, that allows her to more easily cross the lines that have 

arbitrarily been placed between African and French, black and white. She, for example, shares a 

certain intimacy with Protée, whereas her mother finds herself longing for an intimacy (although 

of a different, sexual kind) with Protée that is ultimately impossible. Such a relation is 

impossible not because of any meaningless binary oppositions created by a racist patriarchal 

society, but because when she finally reaches out, Protée, exercising what agency he has, rejects 

her advances. It is difficult to ascertain the nature of Aimée’s desire for Protée, first because the 

film offers no analyses of the characters’ psychologies. This is, of course, a key element in the 

film and in Denis’s larger body of work precisely because she creates space for ambiguity and 

for the audience to participate specutively in the creation of meaning. Second, their relationship 

only exists within the context of colonialism and is therefore inextricably linked to complicated 

politics of race and power. 

 Judith Mayne insists on the importance of Chocolat’s narrative structure as the key to 

understanding the film’s ability to avoid glorifying a problematic past. Mayne notes that the 

frame narrative “gives the events of the film a sense of recollection, of a childhood that is 

mourned, certainly, but also set in a very distant, irretrievable past” (36). She goes on to say that 

“The intimacy between France and Protée is forever lost, and the structure of the film prevents 

the flashback section from being seen as a glorious past” (36). Denis creates both visual and 

narrative connections between the present (frame narrative) and past (flashback). There is for 

example a parallel in the relation between young France and Protée in the past and between 

William J. Park and his son in the present. In each instance the older man teaches the younger 

child the words for parts of the body in an African language. The child points to a part of the 

man’s face, the man gives the word, and the child repeats it. There are, of course, also more 
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concrete ties between the past and the present that inextricably link them. The first is Marc’s 

journal. In the flashback we see him sketching the African landscape France has colonized. In 

the present, France holds tightly to this journal, turning to these sketches as the actual landscape 

races by outside the car window. Perhaps the most enduring remnant of the past is one that 

France carries on her body. Her scarred palm is indisputable proof of past violence suffered and 

committed. When William Park playfully consults her palms to see whether or not she should 

visit her old house, the smoothness of the burn scar leads him to declare her palms unreadable: 

“No past, no future.” In spite of his assessment, the very existence of the scar is evidence of her 

past, but it does point to the truth of the liminal space she continues to occupy in her return to 

postcolonial Cameroun. 

Protée imparts knowledge to France, sharing something of himself, his culture, his 

language. Although he is technically subservient to this child, he is also, as an employee of the 

house and as the adult, responsible for her care and safety. Although France’s parents do seem 

genuinely affectionate toward her, Protée is left to care for her in ways that they won’t. He 

makes sure she is clean and fed and protects her from the hyenas that draw near in the night. And 

when Marc leaves on a mission, he leaves both France and Aimée in Protée’s care: “Je te les 

confie. Veille sur elles.” Protée is their servant, relegated to a lower station in the structure of 

colonial occupation, but Marc nonetheless expects Protée to fill the empty space he is leaving 

behind, to fulfill the role of protector. Marc clearly loves and cares for his wife and daughter, but 

he nonetheless sees them as ultimately helpless without a male figure to watch over them. In 

some ways, France and Aimée are like bystanders. They didn’t choose to be there, only finding 

themselves in this place because of Marc’s position there, and more broadly, because of France’s 

colonial occupation of the country. It must be said, however, that they are not entirely innocent 
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either. Whatever her personal struggles may be, Aimée embraces her role as mistress of the 

house and consciously or otherwise models this behavior for France. Although, in principle, 

Aimée is in charge while Marc is away, she is infantilized by Marc’s symbolic conferral of 

guardianship to Protée and by her own often petulant behavior. It is quite easy to write Aimée off 

as a spoiled woman who welcomes the advantages afforded to her by her position without 

questioning the provenance of her ill-gotten gains. I do, however, think there is more to her and 

to her situation than that. I do not mean to excuse at any level the colonial violence from which 

she benefits. I aim instead to problematize Aimée’s apparent complicity (and even France’s) in 

the colonial power structures they represent. Aimée is lonely. She finds herself in a situation not 

of her own making and spends most of her time alone or with her daughter or Protée. Whatever 

her innermost desires may be, to a certain extent, she is being forced to play a role. When 

Jonathan Boothby visits during Marc’s absence, she has to play hostess, to dress up and entertain 

this man. In preparation for his visit, she bosses around the household servants, exercising her 

dominance over them, but all in an effort to appease a white man to whom she is subservient. 

Though she may long for contact with someone outside of the claustrophobic reality of the 

domestic space, this interaction with Boothby is just another performance she must put on, 

another role she must play. Boothby describes her husband to her as a rêveur, as man who “loves 

this land, the people, insects, everything.” Coming from him, these words are meant as an insult. 

As the evening goes on and Boothby becomes more intoxicated, he makes advances towards 

Aimée. Although she is supposed to be in bed, France watches as her mother tries to play the 

gracious hostess while rebuffing Boothby’s romantic overtures. As she is throughout much of the 

film, France is once again an observer, watching as social dynamics she can’t fully understand 
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play out before her. Their conversation takes place on the porch which is like a stage upon which 

this drama is acted, with France a member of the audience.  

Beyond the structure of the film, the frame story and flashback, there is very little in the 

way of a conventional narrative. The flashback consists more of loosely connected scenes of 

domestic life than anything else, so that although Chocolat might at first appear to belong to the 

category of heritage cinema, it differentiates itself through its resistance to narrative conventions 

of linearity and causality and its refusal to offer explanations or conclusions. Nonetheless, there 

is something of a turning point in the film when a plane’s emergency landing leads to a group of 

French men and women taking refuge with the Dalens family. Marc welcomes them, assuring 

them, “Vous êtes chez vous ici.” The irony is perhaps not lost on the audience even if Marc 

doesn’t recognize the absurdity of his statement. It is his house, but by the very nature of the 

colonial system, he has come to possess it through his home country’s occupation of this one. He 

invites guests into a place where he himself is trespassing. Although he and other colonial 

officers make themselves “at home” and seem assured of their right to be there, the stories they 

share with one another betray their fear and unease. During Boothby’s visit, he told Aimée that 

he heard about the “administrateur allemand” who occupied the house before the Dalens and 

who “a été égorgé par l’un de ses boys.” Dining with stranded passengers of the plane, Aimée 

recounts this same rumor with her guests. And in response, Delpich, a racist and abusive coffee 

planter, talks about an entire family of colonial settlers that was found murdered 10 miles from 

M’Banga (the destination of another passenger and his wife). Later when Marc, Protée, and 

France go to get Prosper, the doctor, he is at the school meeting with other men. Marc seems 

unnerved by this late night meeting of local men and asks Protée what they are doing. Protée 

replies: “talking.” Although there is no evidence to suggest that anything sinister (besides the 
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colonial occupation itself) is brewing, even Marc, who purportedly loves this land and its people 

and who seemingly believes in the colonial project of which he is a part, is, deep down, afraid of 

violent reprisals against his presence there.  

With the presence of the stranded passengers, the veneer of peaceful coexistence begins 

to crumble and the reality of colonialism’s violence truly begins to bleed through. Mireille, the 

wife of French officer Machinard, falls ill one night at the Dalens’ house. It is at this point that 

Marc goes to get the doctor for her. But when Marc comes back with Prosper, Mireille refuses 

his help, her husband stating that she needs a “real doctor.” Seizing upon this blatant display of 

racist thinking, Luc, the ex-seminary student hell-bent on exposing the hypocrisy of others, 

interprets Machinard’s words for him, exposing their true motivation and in an effort to mock 

and ridicule Machinard goes so far as to call Prosper “sale nègre.” In this moment Luc 

inadvertently hints at his own hypocrisy. He is so blindly determined to humiliate Machinard for 

his racism that he cruelly insults Prosper as a result. Luc is so convinced that he is more 

enlightened than other French people that he constantly strives to expose their backwards views 

without consideration for how it might affect those who are already suffering from colonial 

violence. This is perhaps most evident in his interactions with Protée.  

Luc is not a completely unsympathetic character. The very fact that he makes everyone 

so uncomfortable, points to the effectiveness of his attempts to destabilize the colonial machine 

and its cogs. He is the one person who actively questions the validity of the French colonial 

presence and its underlying racism. And yet, as I mentioned above, he does not hesitate to harass 

Protée for what he sees as his complicity, as if Protée truly had a choice in the matter. Luc is like 

France in the sense that he is able to navigate spaces more easily than other French people in 

Africa. Marc invites Luc to stay in their home, concerned about his comfort, although no such 
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concern is shown for the others (African men) who have come to work on the runway. Luc’s 

appearance in the narrative not only serves to bring deep-seated hatreds, desires, and fears to the 

surface, it also provides a clear example of the way Denis explores these and other complicated 

emotions and politics using her actors’ physical presence. Luc is treated as a guest of the family 

and offered all the comforts of their station, but he insists on sleeping outside, spending his time 

among the servants of the household. He makes the white French colonialist uncomfortable 

because he, a white French man, easily navigates the invisible borders of race and class. But 

these border crossings also make Protée uneasy, for complex and myriad reasons. 

Luc is so blatant about his transgressions because he is clearly ill at ease with the reality 

of the colonial system and is almost desperate to open the eyes of those around him. His 

motivations are also perhaps related to the fact that he was once a seminary student, on the front 

lines of the so-called mission civilisatrice. It is his guilt about his own complicity that drives him 

to rail against the cruelty and hypocrisy of the colonial system and its actors. This is all certainly 

understandable, but despite his coming to consciousness, he remains ignorant of his own 

privilege. Just because he chooses to forego certain comforts does not mean he can forfeit the 

privileges afforded to him as a white French man in colonial Africa. His ability to so easily 

perform subversive acts comes from this privilege. There is a moment in the film when Luc 

decides to shower outside, using the shower designated for the boys, the same shower that was, 

earlier in the film, a site of exposure and shame for Protée. Rather than crouch down or make any 

effort to wash as discretely as possible in an open courtyard, Luc revels in the moment, standing 

tall and confident under the water of the shower. And in a parallel to Protée’s experience, France 

and Aimée can be seen in the background of the frame. Rather than try to hide from them in any 

way, though, Luc calls out to Aimée, enjoying the discomfort he is able to cause everyone. He 
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draws attention to himself in this space in an effort to call into question the absurdity of the lines 

that have been drawn between the family and its servants, between colonizer and colonized. He 

highlights the unjust and inhumane treatment of the colonized by forcing the colonizers to see 

“one of their own” put in this position. However, these perhaps well-meaning attempts to shine a 

light on these injustices end up hurting Protée, who has already been victimized. Luc thinks 

Protée is a coward and complicit because he doesn’t stand up for himself, because he doesn’t 

dare cross any of the lines that Luc casually steps over, without considering what Protée would 

risk by doing so. Although Luc is transgressing, he is doing so without any real threat of 

consequence. His transgressions become more pointed and personal when he tries to force out 

into the open the unspoken desire between Aimée and Protée. His attempts to embarrass Aimée 

and Protée culminate in a physical altercation between Luc and Protée. Protée, pushed to his 

breaking point, finally stands up to someone: Luc. He doesn’t say a word, but proceeds to throw 

Luc’s belongings off of the porch and into the dirt. They fight and Protée throws Luc out into the 

dirt with his things. He physically removes Luc in an attempt to restore order to the very system 

that oppresses him. Denis uses the physicality of the confrontation between these two men to 

render explicit and visible the violence that undergirds the entire system of colonial occupation. 

And Luc accepts his fate, walking off into the dark of the night. He allows himself to be removed 

from this place by its rightful inhabitant.  

It is a physical act, bodily contact, which allows the unsaid to be finally be expressed. 

The same is true of Aimée’s confession of desire. And like the confrontation between Luc and 

Protée, it takes place in darkness. As Protée closes the doors for the evening, Aimée, sitting to 

the right of the doors, against the wall, on the floor, in the dark, reaches out to caress his bare 

calf. Protée moves away from her and then crouches down to her level. It seems at first that he 
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may try to comfort her, but then he pulls her up roughly by the shoulders and walks away. This is 

his only response. It is as if he is both trying to bring her to her senses and to reproach her. 

Whether or not he too feels any desire for her, he rejects her silent declaration. Perhaps he 

recognizes that within the current system there is no real possibility for them to be together. 

Perhaps he refuses to be objectified by this woman who holds the power in their relationship. 

Perhaps he is using what limited agency he has to reassert himself as an individual with free will 

in spite of the circumstances that seek to oppress him. It is impossible to say for sure. And that is 

precisely why Denis chose to film it this way, without words, relying on the movements of her 

actors’ bodies to convey the complexities of desire. 

The general “niceness” of the family, Marc’s “love” for the land and its people, France’s 

friendship with Protée, can all mask the reality the negative effects of their presence in this 

country. But being forced to identify with Protée when he is humiliated again and again, allows 

the viewer to see past the veneer of niceness. However gracious the family may be, and they 

certainly seem even more so when contrasted with the overtly racist behavior of the stranded 

plane passengers, they are, in the end complicit in an inherently racist system and occupying 

space that does not belong to them. Wherever their beliefs may truly lie, they are agents of 

oppression. Eventually, even France, consciously or otherwise, begins to perform the same 

behaviors that have been modeled for her, especially by her mother. Protée and France are at the 

local school one day where the teacher is writing a letter in French to Protée’s fiancée since, 

presumably, Protée is unable to read or write. France sits on the back of a donkey, watching the 

school children play. As she grows impatient waiting for Protée to finish dictating the letter she 

calls out, ordering him to hurry, declaring: “Protée, il faut rentrer.” As Protée makes his way 

over to France, the school children follow behind gleefully chanting: “Protée, il faut rentrer.” 
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When he reaches France, Protée says, “Viens, Madame commandant” and pulls the donkey’s 

reins, leading her away as the children continue to follow them. Both Protée and the children 

mock France for her haughty, demanding attitude. Although she is just a child, she has already 

started to adopt the same condescension she sees her mother display with servants in the 

household. It would be an impossible task to attempt to determine the degree to which France is 

complicit in inflicting the indignities of the colonial system, if one could say that she is to any 

degree at all. But this scene of (mostly) playful mockery allows Denis to at least ask the 

question, ultimately leaving it open-ended. Denis will revisit this question about the complicity 

of children some twenty years later in White Material, this time through the presence of child 

soldiers.  

Chocolat, although traditional in many ways, nonetheless laid the groundwork for what 

would become Denis’s increasingly experimental style: disorienting the viewer in space and 

time; eschewing explanations; relying on the suggestive power of the image; inviting the viewer 

to make assumptions and then question them. These strategies which cultivate ambiguity allow 

Denis to create space in which meaning making is opened up to semiosis. And this is precisely 

what makes her filmmaking feminine. She will not only employ these tactics in subsequent films, 

she will continue to develop and refine them. The fact that we can recognize these elements at 

work in films of differing subject matter, made under differing circumstances13, is what makes 

Denis an auteur. 

Writing about Denis’s subsequent film,White Material, which this time is set in 

postcolonial Africa, Amy Taubin refers to Denis’s oft repeated claim that “’the Boxer’s 

                                                           
13 Denis explains, for example, that changing circumstances can put constraints on her creative decisions during 
filming: “Ce n’est pas une volonté esthétique, c’est une volonté de cinéma.” Here she is responding to the 
assertion by her interviewer that her film Beau travail “a un côté atmosphérique.” (ARTE) 
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soldiers,” that is, the warriors presented in the film,” are first of all children” (39). In the same 

way that the degree to which France is responsible for her role in the colonial system is left 

deliberately ambiguous, the violence the child soldiers unleash in White Material is 

problematized by the film’s reminder of their age and their situation14. Although Denis has, as 

Taubin notes, “objected to comparisons to Chocolat,” it is useful to look at White Material not 

only as its own film but also within the context of Denis’s larger body of work in order to see 

how her approach to similar themes and ideas has evolved, especially in regards to her 

filmmaking style.  

  

White Material 

 

White Material, like Chocolat, was filmed in Cameroon. But whereas the events of 

Chocolat explicitly take place in Cameroon, with various locations being mentioned in the frame 

narrative and flashback, the story of the Vial family in White Material plays out in a deliberately 

unnamed country15. In an interview with Megan Ratner about the film, Denis reveals that she had 

originally intended to film White Material in a “country unknown, in a place where [she] knew 

nothing, where the language and people were unfamiliar” (37). For various reasons, she was 

unable to do so and eventually ended up in Cameroon to shoot the film because of her 

                                                           
14 According to a UNICEF fact sheet: “Some children are abducted or forcibly recruited; others are driven to join by 
poverty, abuse and discrimination or to seek revenge for violence against them or their families. Children are more 
likely to become child soldiers if they are separated from their families, displaced from their homes, living in 
conflict areas with limited access to education and are vulnerable to recruitment by armed forces and groups. 
Children may ‘voluntarily’ take part in warfare, not realizing the dangers and abuses they may be subjected to. 
While mainly boys are recruited, girls may also be caught up by armed forces and groups where they face a 
significant risk of sexual exploitation. The breakdown of governments during conflict makes it very difficult to 
identify and influence those recruiting and using children for combatant and non combatant roles.” 
15 Denis evokes a pattern that has emerged across contemporary African societies in which local elites exploit the 
resources and people of their country for their own enrichment, empowered to do so by the neocolonialist 
practices of their former colonizers.  
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connection to the country and members of its film industry. Even the knowledge of where the 

events of Chocolat are taking place offers a sense of comfort to the viewer. That the country 

depicted in White Material, torn apart by civil war in the aftermath of colonialism16, remains 

unnamed, contributes to the film’s overall sense of anxiety. The feelings of anxiety and 

disorientation, as well as an atmosphere of dread and confusion, are also heightened by the film’s 

masterful lack of narrative linearity.  

In Chocolat, Denis chose to construct the narrative using a frame story and an extended 

flashback that occurs within it. As mentioned earlier, the transition between the present of the 

frame narrative and the past of France’s memory is seamless. The landscape rushing by outside 

the car window transports the viewer to the past without viewers being aware of it at first. It is 

only when we hear the young girl’s parents call her “France,” that we realize we are now 

temporally located in her past. This flashback sequence is quite long and takes up most of the 

film’s run time, so that once we reorient ourselves to the events of the past, we are able to settle 

in. Even though the film does shift between the frame narrative and the flashback, these shifts are 

infrequent and limited only to these two points of reference. Though Chocolat leaves numerous 

ambiguities to the viewer’s imagination, it is still, overall, relatively conventional in terms of 

narrative causality. White Material, on the other hand, offers no such comfort to viewers who 

find themselves struggling continually to situate themselves in time and space. 

As Amy Taubin writes, “Shot with a constantly moving camera…and elliptically edited 

with few clues to causality or chronology, White Material evokes a world on the brink of chaos 

                                                           
16 In 1965, Former president of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah wrote: “Faced with the militant peoples of the ex-colonial 
territories in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and Latin America, imperialism simply switches tactics…This means, so it 
claims, that it is ‘giving’ independence to its former subjects, to be followed by ‘aid’ for their development. Under 
cover of such phrases, however, it devises innumerable ways to accomplish objectives formerly achieved by naked 
colonialism. It is this sum total of these modern attempts to perpetuate colonialism while at the same time talking 
about ‘freedom’, which has come to be known as neo-colonialism.” 
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and conflagration […]” (39). Again, as Taubin notes, Denis “objected to comparisons to 

Chocolat” (39). But despite these objections, one cannot help but notice the affinities between 

Chocolat and White Material. A comparative analysis of the two films allows us to clearly see 

how Denis’ filmmaking evolved over the two decades that separate these two works and to 

observe how the style and thematic preoccupations that were already present in Chocolat were 

honed and pushed to their limits over the course of her career, culminating in the auteur 

masterpiece that is White Material. 

In Chocolat, a moving car is the vehicle that enables viewers to project themselves into 

the past. We share the adult France’s point of view out the right side of the vehicle and watch the 

landscape rush by. And before we know it, we have been transported back to France’s childhood. 

In White Material, vehicles also play an important role in carrying the viewer back and forth in 

time, taking viewers from Maria’s present to her recent past. Unlike Chocolat, White Material’s 

temporality shifts frequently between the present and past just as the point-of-view bounces from 

one character to another. Our first introduction to Maria Vial, on whom much of the film’s 

events will be centered, comes as she tries unsuccessfully to flag down a car. Having failed to get 

a ride to her destination, she decides to run through a field, ducking behind tall grass when a 

truck carrying soldiers rushes by. As Maria continues to run, everything in the shot is remarkably 

pale: the ground, the grass, her hair, her skin, her dress. There is no sound but her footsteps 

hitting the ground and the chittering of unseen insects. When she finally comes upon a bus, the 

driver tells her there’s no room for her, but a man sitting on the roof offers her a place up there. 

Instead she clings to a bar on the back of the bus, and as the vehicle begins moving once again, 

she looks out at the landscape behind her: brown grass, some trees, mountains cloaked in fog or 

smoke. And then a medium close-up offers a view of her clinging to the bus, the muscles of her 



144 
 

thin, freckled arms flexed with the effort of holding on. While the film does provide shots of the 

landscape, they offer little to help the viewer get their bearings. The camera’s tendency to stay 

close to Maria, to only capture parts of her body at a time, contributes to the feeling of disruption 

and chaos that form the film’s claustrophobic atmosphere.  

The bus is stopped now, a soldier on board asking for papers. Through the window we 

see Maria approach another soldier to explain that she’s trying to get home (“chez moi”). 

Although she says it with a sense of entitlement, the soldier is unimpressed and asks her if she 

has ever paid money at the barricade. When she replies that she has, the soldier says that it’s 

because of people like her that the country is corrupt. It is clear that he means to convey to Maria 

more than he says. It is not just the fact that she has given money at the blockade, it is that, as the 

representative of a colonial power, her very presence undermines and contributes to the 

destabilization of this unnamed country. Maria’s language says it all. She considers the coffee 

plantation she is striving to reach to be chez elle and doesn’t see why she shouldn’t be allowed to 

return there. As is true throughout most of the film, Maria is either unaware or willfully ignorant 

of the reality of the situation in which she finds herself.  

After this interaction, Maria boards the bus and asks to sit down. The landscape passes by 

outside the window of the bus: sparse trees, grasses, dried and yellowed, the sky, grey. The 

camera frames a shot of Maria sitting on the bus, looking out the window. It is difficult to read 

the expression on her face. She may be feeling fatigue, fear, confusion, desperation, or some 

combination thereof. We cut to a shot of someone riding a motorbike. The camera pans up to the 

smiling face of Maria, no sign of distress or fear to be found, only the pleasure she takes in 

feeling the wind on her cheeks. She leans forward, undoes her hair and lets it fall over her 

shoulders. She raises one arm in the air and closes her eyes, reveling in this moment of freedom. 
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The camera moves behind her now providing shots of her face and neck. A medium close-up 

frames her palms against the backdrop of the clear, blue sky. The unsteadiness of the camera 

renders the experience all the more vivid for the viewer and complements Maria’s unrestrained 

movements.  

It is not clear at first where in the film’s chronology this sequence occurs, but the viewer 

can, at the very least, see that Maria has on different clothing (blue shirt, brown pants) than we 

see her wearing on the bus (pink dress). It is also the expression on her face that signals to the 

viewer that we have jumped in time. The contentment we see here has been wiped away by the 

time we meet her on the bus. During her ride on the motorbike, Maria comes across a single flip 

flop in the road, then some clothing. When she stops to investigate, she finds a small portable 

radio among the trees that line this small dirt road. As she listens to the voice on the radio, she 

looks around for the owner of these scattered objects. We cut back to Maria on the bus (pink 

dress). The return to this moment would seem to indicate that what we’ve just witnessed was a 

memory, a glimpse into the past. As she sits on the bus, trying to get home, closed in by the 

vehicle and the passengers that surround her, it makes perfect sense that her thoughts would turn 

to a moment of spontaneity and ease, to what is perhaps the last moment she felt truly free.  

The sound of a helicopter is heard. We cut to a reverse angle shot of this helicopter, seen 

through the tops of the trees. A man’s voice is heard, amplified by a megaphone: “Madame Vial, 

vous devez partir immédiatement.” Cut to a shot of Maria looking up at the helicopter. She is 

wearing the same clothes we saw her in when she was on the motorbike. We have gone back to 

that day. Is there where it all began to fall apart for her? She doesn’t seem fazed by either the 

helicopter or these words. A high angle shot from the helicopter show us Maria and her 

motorbike stopped on the red dirt road. Then a shot of the helicopter through the trees. And then 
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back to a shot from inside the helicopter, behind the shoulder of the man who is shouting to 

Maria: “Madame Vial…L’armée française s’en va…vous serez complètement 

isolée…Réflechissez bien, Madame Vial. Pensez à votre famille!” The camera moves back and 

forth between Maria’s point of view and that of the man in the helicopter. Although we hear no 

response from Maria, edited together, these shots create a kind of conversation. From Maria’s 

point of view, the helicopter, up in the sky, seems far away and although the man is addressing 

her by name, it’s hard to feel any real sense of urgency. Seen from the height of the helicopter, 

Maria appears so small, almost insignificant. There is also a notable difference between the way 

Maria is filmed on the motorbike and elsewhere. As she is riding the bike, the camera stays close 

to her, only letting us see the joy on her face and the freedom of her movements. Limited to this 

view, we might get the impression that everything was fine, we might share Maria’s lack of 

concern about the violence that is supposedly moving ever closer. But once the camera offers 

wider shots, we can see beyond her and her experience, to catch glimpses of the chaos that swirls 

just outside the limits of her awareness. We first see the flip flop left on the road from Maria’s 

perspective, as if we are on the motorbike on this dirt road. It is serves as an interruption, an 

intrusion, the first sign that something isn’t right. And then the camera provides a wider view, 

beyond Maria’s first-person perspective and we see her in her environment, in context, while 

hearing the voice coming from the radio, another hint that something is stirring in her world.   

The man strains to be heard over the noise of the helicopter’s rotor blades and his words 

become increasingly personal, moving eventually from an impersonal declarative sentence to an 

exclamation about her family, as if he is desperate at this point to reach her, across the space that 

separates them and through the barrier of denial she has built around herself. There is still no 

reaction from Maria and the helicopter begins to descend, the man repeats his pleas, red dirt is 
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blown into a funnel that rises up around Maria. She attempts to shield herself and, finally 

reacting to the situation, she makes a vulgar gesture toward the helicopter. Giving up on her, the 

passengers drop survival kits from the helicopter. She picks one up, looks at it and tosses it aside. 

We see the helicopter flying away, becoming smaller and smaller as it moves further away. The 

camera moves behind Maria’s head, staying quite close as she walks away and in voice over, we 

hear her say: “Ces blancs, ces sales blancs.” We see a black man leaning against a tree, looking 

at her. Her voice-over continues: “Ils nous méprisent et nous risquons nos vies pour eux.” A shot 

of baskets of coffee cherries. “…nouveaux riches, prétentieux.” Now inside the helicopter. A 

man’s voice accompanies Maria’s, the same words she is saying: “…arrogants, incultes. Ils ne 

méritent pas cette terre extraordinaire. Je pense qu’ils ne savent même pas l’apprécier.” Towards 

the end of this rant, her tone becomes more mocking. Inside the helicopter, the pilot removes his 

headset and we see that he is the source of the male voice we have just heard; he pronounces 

“apprécier” just after we hear this word from Maria. In this sequence, Denis plays a lot with 

sound, forcing the viewer to question the source of the audio. The sound of the helicopter’s 

blades is first heard over a shot of Maria sitting on the bus, but, as far as we can tell, this noise 

belongs to a memory. It serves as a bridge between these two moments in time, transporting us 

back to Maria traveling on the motorbike. Once we have seen the helicopter, we first hear the 

man’s voice through the megaphone, before we see the man himself. We assume that he is 

shouting from the helicopter but cannot be sure until the visual confirms it. And when Maria 

begins her diatribe (“Ces blancs…”), although we see her and hear her voice, we do not 

immediately reconcile the image and the voice with the words she is speaking. The presence of 

the black man offers us the possibility that she is expressing his thoughts, or more generally the 

attitude of this unnamed country’s people towards Maria and others like her. The fact that we 
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then hear a man’s voice saying these same words along with Maria contributes to this 

impression. But then it is revealed to be the voice of the helicopter pilot, a white French man. 

There is a confusion of voices and perspectives here. For the pilot, “ces blancs,” are people like 

Maria and her family, privileged and oblivious. For Maria, they are other French colonists, who, 

unlike her, are, in her eyes, vastly overestimating the danger of the country’s political situation. 

For the rightful citizens of the country, “ces blancs” could refer to any and all of the French 

colonists who subjugated them and then ran, leaving to the native people the task of cleaning up 

the mess European settlers left behind.  

The next sequence takes us to a church, where we see dead bodies strewn among the 

pews, more lined up on the ground outside. Cut to a shot of a dark kitchen. The camera pans left 

to right. All is quiet. Back to Maria on the bus, in the pink dress. She seems lost in thought. A 

shot of smoke rising from a building, the sound of fire, crackling. Soldiers outside patrol with 

guns. The smoke rises and the camera follows. A shot of an African woman (Lucie) in a “Café 

Vial” uniform. A shot of a tractor. Then that same tractor viewed through a chain-link fence. 

Then a shot of Maria’s shoulder (in the blue and white checked shirt she was wearing on the 

motorbike) and right hand gripping the fence. Next, we see a group of people riding bicycles. 

They pass Maria and she asks them what they’re doing, where they’re going, as if she has no 

idea. They tell her it’s not good to stay and that she knows this, but she just tries to get them to 

go back to work. One man raises his voice: “Tu le sais bien, toi aussi. Il faut pas rester. Tu l’as 

entendu là-haut. Pourquoi tu ne peux pas écouter?” It’s clear, then, that this conversation is 

taking place following her interaction with the helicopter. So, we know that Maria has been 

warned one last time of the danger in staying. But she speaks now as if she has no idea of the 

state of things or at least as if she doesn’t believe they are anywhere near as menacing as she’s 
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been told. This man makes the critical point that she hears (entendre) but doesn’t listen (écouter). 

Because the planation has, up until now, been sheltered from the outside chaos and because 

Maria has, up until now, known only privilege, she seems to believe that she’s immune to the 

effects of violence and war engulfing her and the family’s plantation. In spite of her employee’s 

words, Maria still tries to convince them to stay, insisting that she only needs their help for 5 

days, to harvest the coffee or the crop will be ruined: “Cinq jours, c’est rien. Ça fait des mois que 

ça va mal.” She finally acknowledges aloud that things have not been going well, but only to 

make her point that a few more days won’t make a difference to their safety. The workers ignore 

this plea and ride off; she tries again to stop them, once again asking why they’re leaving. It is 

unclear whether she is willfully ignorant of the extent of the danger that threatens them all or if 

she is instead so focused on herself and the coffee crop waiting to be harvested that she doesn’t 

care, or pretends to not care, about their safety. One employee tells her that suffering and war are 

everywhere and her only reply is about the crop and how she only needs one week: “une 

semaine, une semaine.” Maria turns and sees the black woman in the Café Vial uniform. The 

woman looks at her, turns and walks back into the building from which she was watching this 

scene unfold.  

The quick succession of shots that leads up to this tense moment between Maria and the 

plantation employees (the church, the empty house, Maria on the bus, the burning building) is 

disorienting and frightening. We can presume that Maria’s attempt to stop the employees from 

leaving takes place before she is on the bus. But it remains unclear at this point how the other 

shots are related in space and time to these two points in the film’s geography and chronology. 

Although Denis offers us certain markers that we can cling to in seeking to orient ourselves 

(Maria’s clothing, for example), the film is not at all linear and it is only after grasping that fact 



150 
 

that we are able to use various clues and cues to reconstruct the sequence of events. From the 

very first moments of the film, they viewer is plunged into darkness and chaos. Nighttime. 

Animals run across a dirt road, illuminated by the headlights of an unseen vehicle from which 

the viewer’s perspective originates. Interior. A flashlight moves over various objects in a dark 

room: masks on the walls, a framed photograph of a blond woman. African cultural objects are 

juxtaposed with the face of this white woman. The camera provides a first-person perspective as 

someone moves through the house. The darkness and doorways limit our view, creating a sense 

of claustrophobia and impending doom. The shaking of the handheld camera further destabilizes 

the viewer. The flashlight stops on some clothing, hanging, illuminates a man’s boot, moves over 

his leg and continues until it stops again on the lifeless face of The Boxer. Voices of the men in 

the room confirm that he’s dead. The camera pans around the room, moving over the half-lit 

faces of the soldiers who look at the Boxer. A shot of fires burning outside. Then the interior of a 

barn where flames rise and smoke fills the air. A tattooed white man with a shaved head coughs 

and covers his mouth. A soldier slides the door to the barn closed, trapping the man inside 

among the smoke and flames. Cut to black. The film’s title appears: White Material. And then 

we cut to Maria trying to flag down a car, as described above. There is a strange, uneasy quiet to 

the shots that precede the appearance of the film’s title, although they depict darkness, death, and 

destruction. Despite Maria’s outward appearance of calm for much of the film, and despite the 

lack of certainty regarding the sequence of events, we can nonetheless sense that it is to this site 

of death and destruction that we are heading. Shots of the white man trapped in the burning 

building (who, we will later learn, is Maria’s son, Manuel) and shots of the white woman (who 

will eventually be identified to us as Maria Vial) waving down a car act as bookends to the title 

card. Already, the film offers a hint to the meaning of its title.  
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After Maria tries, unsuccessfully, to stop the majority of the plantation workers from 

leaving, she attempts to convince Maurice, a higher-level employee, to stay and help her proceed 

with the harvest. A shot of burning trees precedes this interaction, reminding viewers of the 

growing danger, and making Maria’s arguments ring all the more false. She tells Maurice that he 

needn’t let himself be terrorized, that they can fight back, that it might even be less dangerous to 

stay than to try to flee. Nothing in her tone, facial expressions, or body language indicates that 

she might not believe what she’s saying. Maurice tries, as others have done, to plainly state the 

ominous reality of their current situation. First, he says that the helicopter was there specifically 

for Maria and her family and not for anyone else, a fact that seems to have gone over her head. 

She sees herself as being in an identical situation to that of Maurice, the other workers, or any of 

the local residents, in fact, not realizing or not acknowledging the privilege afforded to her as a 

white, French woman. She refused the safe exit from the country that was offered to her and now 

tries to convince those without such a choice that it might somehow be safer to stay. Maurice 

says to her, “Le café, c’est que le café, c’est pas la vie,” but she doesn’t seem moved by this 

reasoning. It is not until Maurice tells her to get her son out of bed and make him help with the 

harvest that she becomes angry. She replies that Maurice has no right to criticize her son Manuel 

and tells Maurice to never come back. She stomps off angrily. Although Maria is often impassive 

and difficult to read, whenever anyone says anything even remotely negative about her son, she 

becomes visibly angry and instantly rushes to his defense.  

 The film begins with government soldiers finding the dead body of the Boxer, but our 

first glimpse of him alive comes after Maria’s confrontation with Maurice. Outside, two young 

African boys find a gold lighter and light a cigarette. A shot of trees. The sound of insects, guitar, 

and a sad flute. These two boys and other child soldiers move among the trees, carrying guns and 
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machetes. They are attempting to sneak up on a man who appears to be sleeping. When one of 

them tries to take his gun, the man grabs it first. We see that this man is the Boxer, wounded, but 

alive. The boys are excited to meet the Boxer in person and want to fight for him. The camera 

shows us the tattoo on the Boxer’s arm that says “Jamais K.O.17” and then a close-up of the 

wound in his side, blood seeping through his shirt. The juxtaposition of these images can create 

any number of meanings. One potential reading is that in spite of the almost mythical status that 

the Boxer has cultivated, especially among the child soldiers whom he draws into battle, he is 

just a man, like any other. And with the close-up of his wound, we are reminded both of his 

mortality and of the destruction that results from his violence. The viewer is forced to ask 

whether the Boxer truly represents liberation or if he is just another figure of violence, among 

many, who, when given the chance to lead (in this case, children), exploits them like the ruling 

elites he fights to usurp.  

 One of the boys flicks open the gold lighter, the initials A.V. engraved on the outside. 

The Boxer demands to know where it came from and the young man replies, “La plantation en 

bas.” Earlier we saw a work uniform worn by plantation employees that informed us it was for 

Café Vial. And we had just heard Maria asking where André was. Add to this the fact that the 

lighter came from a nearby plantation, and we can assume that it belongs to André Vial, although 

we aren’t yet sure who he is to Maria. After revealing the provenance of the lighter, the young 

soldier says, “C’est que du White Material.” Here we have our first explanation for the meaning 

of this untranslated term. It can refer to objects owned by the white people who long ago invaded 

their land.  

                                                           
17 The term K.O. (knocked out) comes, of course, from English. We can note here the mixture of French and 
English, which echoes the child soldier’s use of the English words “white material” to refer to an object stolen from 
the Vials’ plantation. 
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 At home, Maria changes out of the blue and white shirt we have seen her wearing on the 

motorbike and at the plantation. Now she puts on a yellow dress. And in one of the houses 

outbuildings she finds the Boxer taking shelter. She thinks he is the nephew of one of their 

employees and offers him food and water. We assume that he has come to this place after 

hearing about it from the child soldiers, perhaps believing it would be abandoned by now. Lucie, 

the woman we saw earlier in the Café Vial uniform, is leaving in the truck but Maria stops her 

and says she needs the vehicle and claims that she doesn’t understand everyone’s “panique”. 

Maria gathers money from the safe in order to hire workers to replace those who have left. In the 

truck, she honks to have the gate opened for her, but there is no one there. She has to take off the 

chain and open the gate herself. She closes it after pulling the truck through but doesn’t lock it, 

as if to prove to herself that there is no danger. On the road, she is stopped by men with guns 

who demand money from her. Rather than pay immediately, she says that she knows them and 

that they know her – she’s Maria Vial. She recites all of their names to prove that she knows who 

they are, but they don’t care. They tell her she can pay or die. She incorrectly reads the situation 

and her own position in the country. She thinks that she belongs there like any of them and 

counts on this false sense of belonging to protect her. She is not, however, so delusional as to 

think they won’t hurt her, so she pays.  

 Her next stop is the pharmacy. From a portable radio on the counter, a man’s voice can 

be heard talking about taking items in the pillaging of abandoned homes. Maria puts one finger 

on the radio, showing us that she is aware of it and of the words being broadcast from it. The 

pharmacist whispers to Maria that she should really leave. We cut to a shot of a man, only the 

back of his head and shoulders in a dimly lit room. He is the source of the voice on the radio. He 

continues his menacing broadcast: “Pour le White Material c’en est fini la tranquilité. Finis les 



154 
 

petits apéritifs à l’ombre des verandas pendant que nos frères suent sang et eau. Ils désertent ils 

ont bien raison d’avoir peur.” He goes on to criticize the government as well, explaining to his 

listeners that their leaders are absconding with the fortunes they amassed while they, the people, 

suffered. This mysterious speaker paints a clearer picture of the country’s woes. He blames, first, 

the colonists, who have lead lives of leisure while the people of the country have toiled and 

suffered. And then he calls out the corrupt government officials who have also profited at the 

expense of the people. And we understand that he aims to be a voice for the people, for the 

rebels, the child soldiers, the Boxer. The speaker provides another meaning for the film’s title. 

White Material refers not only to the material possessions of the white colonialists but also to the 

settlers themselves.  

 Maria goes looking for someone at his home (Chérif, the mayor). His daughter answers 

the door and says he isn’t home. But once Maria leaves we see that Chérif is indeed home and 

that he is talking to a man who is trying to sell him the Vial coffee plantation. It is clear from 

their conversation that they are keeping this information from Maria. Chérif’s guest says that the 

coffee isn’t worth their lives, echoing Maurice’s words to Maria earlier. And this man insists that 

he isn’t betraying Maria: “Je la protège contre elle-même.” Chérif finally addresses the man as 

André and we are able to put a face to the name. Although we don’t know it yet, we’ll eventually 

learn that he is Maria’s ex-husband. But he talks about her like she’s a child. It is, at least at first, 

understandable that he would treat her this way, considering all the evidence we have seen that 

she is far removed from reality. But the viewer is also left to wonder if maybe Maria is so 

oblivious to what’s going on around her precisely because her ex-husband insists on “protecting” 

her. Although, that could also just be an excuse on his part, a justification for what essentially 

does equate to betrayal. But just as André finishes explaining his reasoning for hiding the reality 
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of their situation from Maria, Chérif takes the opportunity to point out Andre’s own lack of 

awareness. Chérif tells him that the Vial family would be dead if he wasn’t offering them 

protection. He says that they never should have built their house, that they owe so much money 

that he should really seize the plantation and kick the Vial family out. He tells André to get his 

father’s signature, otherwise the papers for the plantation are worthless. André seems to see 

himself as Chérif’s equal, they are just two men conducting business, keeping harsh realities 

secret from Maria. But Chérif makes it clear to André that he is, essentially, at his mercy; 

without the consent of his father, he has no leverage or power. Like Maria, André too has 

overestimated his standing in the community. Outside, Chérif’s heavily armed personal militia 

waits, protecting him from the rebels. André can’t believe he’s serious. Clearly, André has also 

underestimated the danger they all face. Maria is not the only who has been deluded by her 

privilege.  

 After hiring workers for the harvest, Maria drives them back to the plantation in the 

truck. We see the truck driving away from the camera. A shot of trees blowing in the breeze. 

Then Denis cuts to a shot from inside a moving vehicle, in the driver’s position. We see a banner 

that declares: “On reste ferme.” It is difficult to say for certain who made and hung this banner, 

but it could easily be Maria’s mantra. Whatever happens she refuses to yield, a refusal she sees 

as brave rather than shortsighted. We then cut once again to Maria on the bus in the pink dress. 

We keep returning to this moment in time. It is not exactly a frame narrative but it functions 

similarly in that it gives us a point of reference, something familiar. Although, we still don’t 

know where or when the actions are taking place. We cut to a shot of Maria’s hands on the 

steering wheel. She is driving the workers to the plantation. One of these men is listening to the 

radio, from which a man’s voice urges his listeners to leave, warning that things have become 
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too dangerous. Maria, clearly listening, says, “Il dit que c’est dangereux, mais qu’est-ce qu’il en 

sait ?” She either actually distrusts what this man is saying or is trying once again to downplay 

the possibility of danger so that these newly hired workers will not abandon her. Before reaching 

the plantation, she stops to pick up José, Lucie’s son, whom she was on her way to get when 

Maria insisted on taking the truck from her. At first, the guard won’t let her take José, but when 

she reveals that she is the “ex-femme de son père” and that José is “le demi-frère de mon fils,” 

the guard acquiesces. When she gets José from his classroom, she is kind and affectionate with 

him. And then André shows up. He has also come to pick up José from school. Maria tells him 

that all the workers have left, even Ange and Maurice, to which André replies: “Ange et Maurice 

sont partis? Merde.” But his response is half-hearted, which Maria immediately notices. She 

remarks that he doesn’t really seem that upset by the news being related and wonders aloud 

whether he already knew this. She doesn’t directly accuse him of having this foreknowledge, but 

it’s clear that she suspects he does. Either Maria is beginning to see more clearly now or she 

never was as oblivious or as naïve as she seemed.  

 At home again, Maria tries to wake up her son, Manuel. He is an adult, but acts like a 

teenager and she treats him like one. When she tries to get him up, he says “Y a pas le feu,” (lit. 

there’s no fire/where’s the fire?), meaning what’s the rush. She responds “Perdre la récolte c’est 

pire que le feu en fin de compte” and then tells him, “L’avachissement, c’est ce qu’il y a du plus 

repugnant chez un garçon, c’est abject.” Clearly, Maria’s perspective and her priorities are 

skewed. And she is unaware of the irony of her statement, having no way of knowing that 

Manuel will die in a fire, locked in a burning building by government soldiers. And while she 

worries about the coffee crop and Manuel’s failures in life, the viewer sees more of the child 

soldiers. The Vials all act like children while actual children are closing in on their plantation 
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with guns and machetes. They come upon Manuel lying in the pool with eyes closed. They are 

about to attack him when André yells, startling them and scaring them off. André comforts 

Manuel: “Ça va aller, mon fils.” We cut to a shot of a house. Inside the house, there is a 

television on, images of a gas station on fire cross its screen. The DJ we have been listening to, 

whom we have caught glimpses of, is calling out to the rebel soldiers: “Le Boxeur est revenu. Il 

est bien caché. Partez à sa rencontre.” We continue to hear him in voice over, over a shot of 

Maria in her room, taking off her necklace. The DJ may or may not know where the Boxer is or 

if he is well, but the mythos surrounding him has become as important as, if not more so than, 

the man himself. The DJ’s role here is to keep morale high, to keep the rebels believing in the 

Boxer as a leader, a savior. Neither the DJ nor Maria knows that the Boxer is hiding out at the 

Vial home. Maria is, once again, not fully aware of, or not interested in knowing, the full extent 

of what is going on around her. Cut to child soldiers holding spears and machetes, sitting in 

comfortable armchairs somewhere indoors and then to André telling Maria about the kids who 

were going to attack Manuel. A close-up of Maria as she says “J’y vais” and walks off without 

commenting. A child soldier in a dimly lit bathroom. He takes a towel from the rack and gently 

places it against his face. He and another boy sneak around the house and enter Maria’s room so 

that we know they have been exploring the Vial home, although we cannot be sure when this is 

taking place. The boys examine objects on Maria’s dresser, including the necklace we previously 

saw her remove. Again, one of Maria’s possessions acts as a kind of marker for the viewer as 

they try to piece together the film’s timeline. Although the young soldiers carry weapons, there is 

an innocence to the way the boys explore the house and touch the objects they find. Their 

handling gives texture to this White Material.  
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 Although we have seen glimpses of violence and its effects on the country’s inhabitants, 

it is at this point in the film that these threats finally begin to reach the Vial family. Having heard 

the sound of a drawer being opened, Manuel ends up following the child soldiers far from the 

house. At first the boys run, kicking up dirt in their haste, the older one pulling the younger one 

along as he urges him to go faster. But Manuel slows down, no longer running after them, but 

walking. He gets hurt, then examines the dirty, bleeding sole of his bare foot. He takes off his 

shirt and hobbles onward. Now that he is wounded, the boys lie in wait and surprise him, pushing 

him to the ground. One of the boys chops off a lock of Manuel’s hair with his machete, and 

raising it to his face, sniffs it. The other runs a hand over one of the tattoos on Manuel’s back and 

says, “yellow dog,” just as he did when he picked up a dog figurine in Maria’s room. Once again 

a parallel is drawn between white bodies and the objects they possess. The boys take Manuel’s 

necklace and his shorts, carrying them on a stick. They run away, leaving him naked in the field. 

He is found by his parents and some of the workers from the plantation. One of the workers 

points out a hole in the fence where someone could have gotten onto the property. When Maria 

sees that the footprints are small, she says they must belong to children, young shepherds who 

wanted to steal a sheep. She is either delusional or in denial at this point. André replies, “Ils sont 

armés, les petits bergers,” having found a bullet casing. Maria runs her hands through Manuel’s 

hair, asking him what he’s done to it. He doesn’t reply. Despite the mounting physical evidence 

of approaching violence, Maria remains firmly set in her distorted vision of the world. She tells 

Manuel that she has nowhere to go and that she won’t walk away from the plantation. Perhaps it 

is desperation rather than ignorance that fuels her obstinacy. Whatever the reason, and no matter 

how tightly she clings to her old life, chain reactions of violence have already been set in motion, 

and it won’t be long before they reach the Vials.  
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 Maria drives Manuel and one of the workers back to the plantation. She looks back at 

Manuel. We see a shot of baskets of coffee cherries, then a shot of Manuel, expressionless and 

then hear Maria say, “Ton père dit que le bonheur, c’est pas assez pour moi.” The camera is 

behind her now; we take on Manuel’s perspective as she continues to talk, explaining that she 

has nowhere to go and that she won’t give up what she has. She says she won’t give him up 

either. It is difficult to hear her, her face away from the camera, the sound of the motor drowning 

her out. She doesn’t attempt to speak louder, just continues in a normal volume, assuming 

Manuel can hear her, assuming he’s listening. She turns her head slightly and now we can hear 

her more clearly as she says, “You know I won’t let you go.” The camera shows us Manuel 

again. We can still hear Maria talking, but it’s impossible to make out the words. We cut to a 

shot of a wild dog running through the trees. Then we cut to a shot of Maria from behind as she 

turns to look back at Manuel and finds that he’s gone. In isolation the footage of the dog running 

would more or less have no meaning, but juxtaposed as it is between a shot of Manuel and a shot 

of the empty truck after he has fled, encourages the viewer to associate Manuel with this wild 

dog. Although we will later see, in flashback, that Maria had already suspected that Manuel was 

suffering from mental illness, it is at this point that Manuel truly begins the descent into madness 

that will eventually lead to his death. He walks, barefoot, to his grandfather’s house. Without 

speaking to anyone, he goes into a room and slams the door.  He picks up a shotgun and loads it, 

shoving fistfuls of bullets into his pockets. He then goes into the bathroom with the rifle, puts it 

down on the counter, pushes everything to the side, and looks at himself in the mirror. With an 

electric razor he then proceeds to shave his head. Afterward, he runs his fingers over the tufts of 

hair. This hair that is both a part of and separate from him: White material he can hold in his own 

hands. But he is not yet satisfied. He will exit the bathroom and assault the housekeeper, 
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Elisabeth. In the struggle she will yell that this is not his house anymore, that his grandfather sold 

it. But he will ignore her cries and push her to the floor, shoving a fistful of his hair into her 

mouth. She coughs it up onto the floor, the hair mingling with her saliva. It is an extremely 

disturbing moment that reveals several things. The first is the extent to which Manuel’s mental 

state has deteriorated. The second is that, if we assume that he was assaulted by the child 

soldiers, then this is a clear visual representation of an act of violence, that only occurred as a 

result of earlier violence, has perpetuated this cycle, this degradation, and humiliation. And third, 

we see the degree to which white material has become a liability and how a white French man 

tries to force an African woman to take on the burden of his own shame. In the last minutes of 

the film, we will hear Cherif talk about Manuel in the following terms: “L’extrême blondeur 

attire une forme de malheur. C’est quelque chose qu’on désire saccager. Les yeux bleux sont 

gênants. C’est pourtant son pays. Il est né ici. Mais le pays ne l’aime pas." Manuel exists in a 

liminal space. He was born in this unnamed country but afforded all the privileges of those who 

colonized it. He didn’t choose to be born into this situation, but he nonetheless benefits from it. 

At the same time, he does and does not belong. And he no longer seems able to inhabit this in 

betweenness without further damage to his psyche. And so, he rejects his liminality and chooses 

the side of the child soldiers. Perhaps he is trying to make amends for the sins of his family and 

of his countrymen, to whom the origins of the current upheaval can be traced. But it is too late 

for these children, and too late for him. There will be no salvation for them, only death. As we 

already know, Manuel will die violently in the fire. The child insurgents will die much more 

quickly and efficiently, their throats slit by government soldiers while they are in a drug-induced 

sleep. Denis chooses not to show the act itself but it is no less violent for this. Young boys are 

lying on the floor of the Vial house, wrappers from snacks and sweets strewn about, stuffed 
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animals between them as they sleep. A government soldier takes out a knife and we hear a 

squelching sound and then see the knife dripping with blood. In the bathroom, two other boys are 

asleep in the bath. We see the movement of the soldier’s knife and then the spatter of blood on 

the white bathtub. The camera rests on the hands and feet of the young boys in the now red 

water. Although we have seen these child soldiers carrying weapons and committing acts of 

violence, Denis reminds us that, in the end, they are still children. They didn’t choose this life 

and didn’t deserve this death. Denis chooses, throughout the film, to let violence creep in at the 

margins, to show its aftermath, to suggest it, but she avoids explicit depictions of this violence. 

This increases the intensity of the feeling of threat that looms; we feel it closing in but always 

just out of our reach. It is only at the end of the film that the tension explodes in one final, violent 

act, as Maria, full of rage and grief and desperation hacks her father-in-law to death with a 

machete. The façade finally falls and we understand the extremes to which someone will go to 

hold on to what is theirs. Obviously, Maria is also dealing with personal tragedy, having just lost 

her son, a loss she certainly blames her father-in-law for, at least in part. But she also blames him 

for taking the plantation from her, the plantation he promised to her. The only two things she felt 

she owned and were owed to her (Manuel and the plantation) are taken in one fell swoop. And 

all of that bitterness, that fury, is unleashed in one last brutal act, uncensored and uncut. We 

cannot look away. 

 Although Denis has resisted comparisons between Chocolat and White Material, a 

comparative approach can tell us much about the evolution of Denis’ filmmaking and her 

treatment of certain key subjects and themes. Chocolat relies on a frame narrative and an 

extended flashback. White Material also moves between moments in time, but much more 

frequently, and if there is a “frame,” it is much less solid, less stationary. Maria on the bus serves 
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as a point of reference for the viewer, but it is still only in retrospect that the viewer is able to 

reconstruct the sequence of events that bind the fragments of this story. Like Chocolat, White 

Material is also centered on a white French family living in an African country that has been 

under colonial rule. Chocolat’s flashback is set towards the end of this colonial period while the 

film’s present is some twenty years later. White Material takes place in the present day and while 

there are many temporal jumps, they don’t appear to go too far into the past or future. The 

frequency of these cuts, however, does contribute to the sense of instability and confusion that 

the film aims to create. Both films use the personal, family life, to explore larger sociohistorical 

circumstances. And despite Denis’ objections to comparisons between the films, one can’t help 

but wonder if France Dalens might have ended up like Maria Vial if she hadn’t been burned, if 

she hadn’t been shown explicitly that she didn’t belong in Africa. Denis appears to show more 

sympathy for the Dalens than she does for the Vials. In Chocolat, there is an attempt to let the 

viewer get to know the family, to understand their lives and how they ended up where they are. 

The film doesn’t excuse their participation in the French colonial project, but it does, 

nonetheless, attempt to paint them as human beings with complicated feelings and with varying 

degrees of complicity. White Material doesn’t offer any such sympathy for the Vial family. They 

are depicted as childish, refusing to acknowledge or accept the reality of the situation in which 

they find themselves. They have had a long time to leave, but their refusal to cede a terrain that 

was never rightfully theirs, ultimately leads to their demise. Much of Chocolat deals with 

invisible lines (Marc Dalens sums this up in the explanation of the meaning of horizons he gives 

to his daughter near the end of the film) and how they are and are not crossed by the film’s 

characters. In White Material, Denis has advanced this even further to the point where no one is 

exactly sure where the boundaries that structure socio-economic life in post-colonial Africa are 



163 
 

and on what side of it the film’s characters fall. Identity has become much more ambiguous, even 

harder to pin down. Denis’s film aesthetic, which was already starting to emerge in Chocolat, is 

intensified in White Material. Denis’s practice of disorienting her viewer in time and space, the 

elliptical flow of frequently fragmented images, their suggestiveness and their juxtapositional 

force, all combine to create the cinematic equivalent of verbal poetry.  
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CHAPTER 5: CLAIRE DENIS AND THE MÉTROPOLE 

 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Claire Denis spent her childhood in colonial 

West Africa. It is not at all surprising then that her debut film, Chocolat, would take her viewers 

on a journey to a complicated historical moment through the memories of a (fictional) white 

French woman who grew up in circumstances inspired, at least in part, by Denis’s own (very 

real) childhood. Chocolat explores the invisible lines that divide and oppress, examining who 

can (and does) cross them and what the consequences of such transgressions are. It is clear that, 

whether or not it was her primary motivation. Denis uses the film to work through her own 

confusion and, possibly, guilt regarding her degree of complicity in colonial practices. The film 

also provided her with a means to better understand what exactly her place was within this 

colonial context. As a teenager, Denis contracted polio and was sent back to France for 

treatment. Although she was a French citizen, she had, at this point, spent the majority of her life 

in Africa, and so she did not feel at home in what was supposed to be her homeland. This feeling 

led her to choose to return to Africa to finish High School, staying with a friend of the family 

during this time. As one watches Denis’s films, it becomes clear that her feeling of never quite 

belonging anywhere manifests itself in the subject matter and atmosphere of much of her work. 

In order to trace Denis’s treatment of this theme of foreignness and how it intersects with the 

evolution of her filmmaking style, I will study two of Denis’s films from the earlier and later 

periods of her career. While Chocolat (1988) and White Material (2010) explicitly addressed the 

colonial and post-colonial periods, respectively, J’ai pas sommeil (1994) and 35 rhums (2009) 

could be considered tangentially related to this subject matter with which Denis has long been 

preoccupied. And, also in contrast with Chocolat and White Material, J’ai pas sommeil and 35 

rhums take place not in Africa but, instead, in France, Paris to be exact. 
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35 rhums 

 

Claire Denis’s 35 rhums was first screened in 2008 at the Venice International Film 

Festival, that is, one year before White Material would premiere at the same festival. Although 

the two films were released a year apart, Denis worked on various aspects of their production 

simultaneously. In an interview with Télérama, Denis explains that this overlap occurred because 

the preparation for White Material progressed slowly while 35 rhums came together much more 

quickly and this because “c'est une histoire que je connaissais par cœur, celle de la relation entre 

ma mère et son père.” In this same interview, Denis meditates on the experience of working on 

two films simultaneously, and the moment where she had to ask herself if, “créativement et 

même sentimentalement, il était possible de mener à bien deux projets en même temps.” She 

ultimately concluded, however, that the two films remained distinct from one another, the 

uniqueness of each ultimately reinforced by the process. 

As mentioned above, Denis found the inspiration for 35 rhums in the relationship 

between her mother and grandfather. She has also cited Japanese director Yasujirō Ozu's Late 

Spring as a film from which 35 rhums unabashedly borrows. Denis draws, then, from a 1949 

Japanese film and her own family’s relationships and explores these influences through the 

experiences of a father and daughter of Caribbean origin living in a suburb of Paris. Lionel is an 

RER conductor. It’s a monotonous job but it provides for him and his daughter and gives 

structure to his days. As a driver, he has some control, but he is ultimately driving back and forth 

on the same tracks, the same routes, day after day. There is at least an atmosphere of camaraderie 

amongst himself and his coworkers. They all gather together in a bar when one of their own 

retires.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yasujir%C5%8D_Ozu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Late_Spring
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Late_Spring


166 
 

Josephine is a university student, interested in anthropology, who also works part-time at 

a music store. She seems to keep herself apart from her classmates, but she makes an effort to 

participate in class discussion and shows interest in a fellow anthropology student. Like Lionel 

she experiences at least a minimum of social interaction and evinces some desire to be part of the 

world, but she always returns to the silence of the apartment she shares with her father. A silence 

that is comforting or oppressive, or perhaps both. 

35 rhums is ostensibly about a father, Lionel, who has formed a close-knit, increasingly 

isolated family unit with his daughter, Josephine, in the years following his wife’s death. Of 

course, even this most basic of information is only learned through time and intuitive leaps. Very 

little is offered in the way of exposition. The viewer is instead asked to piece together what they 

can of this snapshot of life. That is, if they choose to engage with the film beyond what they see. 

One could quite easily enjoy the film for its atmosphere and what little “story” can be gleaned. 

But the film is rife with references that may require further research and opens doors for 

exploration, if the viewer is just willing to walk over the threshold.  

The film opens with a first-person view from the windshield of a train moving on tracks 

in the gray light of morning. As the train follows the curving track, we take in the powerlines that 

surround us and the buildings that rise up in the distance. We cut briefly to a shot of a train from 

a distance, taking us out of that first-person point of view to allow us to take in more of the 

surroundings. But the film cuts quickly back to its position in the driver’s seat of the train as it 

enters a tunnel and the screen goes black. 35 rhums appears on the screen in white letters. A shot 

of a train going by takes us back into the world of the film and the camera pans to a man 

smoking a cigarette and watching in silence as the trains go by, the gray sky unfocused behind 

him. We see him grind out his cigarette with his shoe and then the film cuts back to the first-
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person view from the train. We move seamlessly from day to night, but are always moving. We 

see the same man light another cigarette, but it’s evening now. We see a girl on a crowded train 

and then we see, from her perspective, the landscape rush by. We cut away from the girl to the 

man putting on a helmet and climbing on his motorcycle. Then we return to the girl who is now 

in a shop buying a rice cooker. From inside her apartment, we see her come in and put her things 

down. As she walks in and out of rooms, the camera remains stationary, positioned at the end of 

the hallway. She throws some clothing in the washing machine. She starts cooking dinner. 

 The doorbell rings and it’s the man we saw smoking. They embrace, and she brings him 

his slippers. He shows her the rice cooker that he bought. She’s surprised he remembered and, 

judging by the fact that she bought one, didn’t trust that he would. We see a framed photo of this 

man holding a baby. He showers while she finishes making dinner. He adds his clothes to the 

washer and starts it. In the kitchen, they sit down to eat. The man serves food to the young 

woman and she says, “Merci, papa.” In these first twelve minutes of the film, we have 

experienced this man’s day driving trains, the sky lightening and darkening as time passes. We 

have seen this man and his daughter come home and perform their daily rituals. We have seen 

witnessed the minutiae of an evening in their life, but we don’t really know anything about them. 

It is only at this point that we even know that the relationship between these two people is that of 

a father and daughter. The beginning of the film, in many ways, prepares the viewer for the rest 

of it. We see right away that we are likely to spend quite a lot of time observing without knowing 

and having to accept and embrace this not knowing until we get a hint that offers a possible 

answer to the questions that have been forming in our minds. I say possible answer because the 

film doesn’t seem to concern itself with providing definite answers to the questions it implicitly 
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poses, just with giving us the chance to decide meanings for ourselves. Or leave things 

undecided. 

The most obvious example of this comes in the form of the 35 shots of rum of the film’s 

title. Twice in the film, we witness this tradition. The first is at the retirement party for Lionel’s 

colleague, René. They take shots of rum and count them out. One of their coworkers asks Lionel 

what it’s all about. Lionel responds, “C’est une vieille histoire, mais je les boirai pas, pas ce 

soir.” He doesn’t reveal the meaning behind this tradition, only that it’s an “old story” and that, 

after all, he won’t be drinking 35 shots, at least not that night. And, for now, that’s all we learn 

about the tradition that appears in the film’s title. After the party, they are on the métro together. 

René is depressed and reveals that he wishes he had died young. He only tells this to Lionel, who 

says nothing. 

Before the party, we see René cleaning out his locker. The camera lingers on a black and 

white photograph taped to the inside of the locker’s door. In the photograph, a man is actively 

reaching out to keep a plate spinning on top of a stick, just one of many. René takes the picture 

down and goes outside to smoke. When Lionel joins him, he hugs Lionel and Lionel tells him 

that he can’t break down now, not in front of the others. And René will take his advice, telling 

his coworkers, in a speech at his party, “J’ai tellement attendu ce moment. C’est une 

deliverance.” There may be some truth to his statement, but mostly we get the impression that 

he’s saying what he thinks he’s supposed to say, even if it doesn’t express how he truly feels. 

And there is certainly a running thread of the film’s characters not always saying quite what they 

mean, often dancing around what they want to say, or, often, saying nothing at all. We begin to 

see in all of them that image of a man doing all he can to maintain the momentum of those 

spinning plates. Because if he stops, everything will fall apart.  
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At the very end of the film, after Joséphine’s wedding, we once again find Lionel at the 

bar, taking shots of rum. Gabrielle is next to him. She says, “Ça m’énerve, cette histoire de 35 

rhums. Tu l’as inventé ?” Lionel laughs and answers, “Peut-être.” A few shots later, Lionel says, 

“Un moment comme ça, ça n’arrive qu’une fois. Alors ce soir, 35 rhums.” We once again 

witness this tradition, but we don’t learn much more than we knew at the beginning of the film. 

Lionel won’t say for sure whether he’s the one who invented it. He just laughs and lets Gabrielle 

wonder, letting the viewer wonder as well. Although, his “peut-être” tells us all we need to 

know. The film wouldn’t be the same if it provided any concrete answers. And just as we never 

learn the origin of the ritual, we aren’t told its meaning. Although in this case it follows the 

marriage of his daughter, an important event, we can’t know for sure if the 35 shots of rum are 

drunk in joy or sorrow. Most likely, it’s both. The fact that the film never resolves the question 

for sure one way or the other allows both interpretations to exist simultaneously. And the film 

ultimately exhorts the viewer to accept the possibility of simultaneous, contradictory 

explanations. The film also allows the spectator to choose how much to engage with the film 

beyond what he or she sees on screen. Denis weaves into 35 rhums references that require 

knowledge of history, literature, politics, economics, and cinema, among others, or the curiosity 

to follow the threads she has left untied. Some of these references could easily go unnoticed or 

ignored without preventing the spectator from appreciating the film at the level of the mise-en-

scène or even the storytelling, but their presence also hints at multiple layers that wait below the 

surface. There is, however, at least one scene in the film that is not so easily overlooked and 

much has been written on the ways in which it stands out from the rest of the film. 

This particular scene occurs rather early in the film and takes place in a university 

classroom. Over a shot of students sitting in rows, a man’s voice asks, “Que voulez-vous dire 
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exactement? Vous en dites, euh, ou trop ou pas assez.” We cut to a shot of Joséphine, sitting in 

front of the class, the professor to the right, questioning her following her presentation on global 

debt. In response to her professor, Joséphine says, “Je veux dire que la dette est un instrument de 

domination sur les pays du sud, que les créanciers ont toujours l’immense privilège de décider 

seuls les règles du jeu, euh, qui vont gérer l’endettement international et l’imposer aux pays 

endettés.” She waits for a reaction that doesn’t come and then adds, “Je pense qu’on ne peut pas 

faire l’impasse sur Stiglitz.” The professor laughs and criticizes Joséphine for her “pedantic” 

attitude, which he is certain is “agaçante” for her classmates. He goes on to remind Joséphine 

that, unlike her, the other students didn’t have to prepare anything for this particular class 

meeting and that it would be nice if she could be less, and he repeats the word, “pedantic.” It is at 

this point that her classmates start to participate in the discussion, never directly addressing the 

professor’s comments to Joséphine. One student raises her hand and explains that she heard 

someone from an NGO on the radio talking about the power of the weak but that according to 

what Joséphine has been saying, there’s no hope.” The professor says that they aren’t there to 

hope, but to develop rhetorical and analytical skills, but then he orders Joséphine to respond to 

her classmate’s comment. Joséphine says, “Je pense que c’est ni vrai ni faux. Tu poses mal le 

problème. On peut très bien parler de la dette sans rentrer dans l’affectif, les émotions.” She then 

adds, “On devrait pouvoir en parler de manière précise, rigoureuse, technique.” She marks each 

of these last three words by bringing the side of her hand down on the table. Another classmate 

disagrees with her about only approaching the discussion “technically.” He makes the point that 

the Global South still owes the North and then asks why not demand restitution for the slave 

trade: “C’est toujours les noirs qu’on passe à la trappe.” Another classmate intervenes with a 

comment on the problem being systemic: “Comme le dit Franz Fanon, quand on se révolte, on le 
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fait pas pour une culture propre, on se révolte simplement parce qu’à plus d’un titre, on ne peut 

plus respirer.” And it is on this note that the scene ends. The camera cuts to surveillance video of 

the Gare du Nord and then to a grid of trains and routes. 

Before returning to this classroom scene, I would first like to turn to Rosalind Galt’s in-

depth treatment of it in her article, “Claire Denis and the World Cinema of Refusal.”  Galt notes 

that “while the film doesn’t focus on immigrants, on the socially marginal or on problems of 

racism,” it does feature, what she describes as, “one odd scene that articulates debt and 

globalization quite literally” (100). This is the aforementioned classroom scene. Galt explains 

that this scene is unusual in that it “makes its ideological interests unusually clear, using none of 

the allusive narrativity typical of art cinema, but instead giving space to a direct exposition of the 

issues of debt and global inequality” (100). For Galt, this scene also raises questions for the 

spectator to consider: “Is the film a rhetoric of seasoned critique or an articulation of affect? 

What would it mean to be able or not able to breathe cinematically?” (100). Galt finds that in the 

space between reason and emotion, optimism and pessimism, Denis “ponders the shapes and 

feelings of political engagement with the world” (100). Galt notes that while some critics have 

found the scene “gratuitous” and “cumbersome,” she finds in it, rather, a “textual operation of 

marking” (101). Essentially, these critics have missed the point entirely, as this scene was 

intended to stand out “as an intrusion into a seamless text” (101). It is important at this point to 

note that Galt reads 35 rhums through the lens of what she calls “default cinema,” that is, 

filmmaking that places “obstacles in the path of neoliberal narratives, refusing to see the world 

within the framework they offer,” and “forcing a material and representational break” (97). 

Ultimately, this cinematic form of refusal “thwarts the smooth operation of neoliberal cinema 

and defaults on the coerced promises of capitalist form and value” (97). There is a rejection of 
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the narrative standards of classical Hollywood and its attempts to obscure its own 

constructedness. Galt writes that Denis’s films in general, and 35 rhum’s classroom scene in 

particular, “render visible that which is obscured by social structures and everyday modes of 

visuality,” and make us see the connections “among race, gender and sexuality, as well as class, 

nationality and religion in organizing material and political life” which neoliberalism works to 

obscure (99-100). As part of her presentation, Joséphine discusses the ability of the global north 

to decide “les règles du jeu” of debt. The commentary from her classmates poses the question of 

what it would mean to refuse to play by these rules. Although Joséphine’s analysis is clearly 

critical of the system of global debt that she describes, she insists that any discussion of this debt 

be approached with precision and from a purely technical standpoint, that is, free of emotion. But 

part of the point that her classmates are trying to make, which contradicts Josephine’s stance and 

that of the professor, is that critical analysis completely removed from affect ignores the 

importance of empathic engagement. An emotionless critique precludes hope from entering into 

the discussion. Hope, along with this idea of not being able to breathe, exists on a separate plane 

than that of the hypothetically objective critique proposed here by Joséphine. Clearly no critique 

offered by any given person could ever be objective. Even the most “precise,” “rigorous,” 

“technical,” analyst could never completely divorce him or herself from their own thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences. Even allowing for this bias, though, doesn’t leave room for hope, 

which is often entirely relegated to the realm of the illogical. Hope might persist even in the face 

of an alleged impossibility precisely because it does not rely on reason or logic. Hope can be 

naïve, but, one of Joséphine’s classmates reminds us, there perhaps exists a paradoxical power of 

the weak. When pushed to the point of no longer being able to breathe, the oppressed will find 

the strength to revolt, even if any reasoned critique would predict the futility of such an act.  One 
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classmate’s reference to Fanon, whose writing was inspired by the racism and colonial violence 

he witnessed and experienced, along with another classmate’s interjection about the historical 

oppression of Black people, reminds us that even in a supposedly post-colonial world, these 

systems of oppression continue to operate and are all the more powerful when they go unnamed. 

Most, if not all, of the students in Joséphine’s class, as well as the professor, are Black. And the 

same goes for the rest of the film’s cast, with the exception of Noé and Joséphine’s grandmother. 

Galt writes that it “might seem perverse to remark on race when what is interesting in the film is 

the fact that race is unmarked,” but explains the need to nonetheless mark it because it is a rare 

form of representation. It is usually white (male cisgender heterosexual) characters who go 

unmarked while all others are marked as deviating in deficiency from this default identity. It is 

certainly true that the race of the characters in the film is never explicitly mentioned anywhere 

else, but the fact that race is central to the classroom discussion of debt reminds us that, while 

this “unusual centrality of Black characters is precisely ordinary,” we cannot forget the role that 

race plays in global systems of oppression. Of course, as Galt also points out, the fact that race 

goes unmarked through much of the film does not mean that it isn’t a key element, it is, rather, 

that the “politics of race do not run along familiar tracks in this film because the narrative is not 

oriented to race from the perspective of whiteness” (102). In the previous chapter, I quoted 

Judith Mayne on Denis’s awareness of the “dangers of making a film about white people in 

Africa” when writing and filming Chocolat (40), an awareness that led to Denis’s conscious 

avoidance of creating “an African perspective or point of view in the film” (36). It is perhaps 

because of her own connection to French colonialism in Africa that Denis made a concerted 

effort not to attempt to adopt the point of view of those whose experience she could empathize 

with but never truly understand. Although she might have approached Chocolat and White 
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Material with a certain amount of caution, Denis certainly never attempted to silence non-white 

voices in these films, quite the opposite, in fact.  

In addition to the unusually expositional classroom scene, there are at least two other 

elements in the film’s narrative that can be interpreted as anti-neoliberal. The first is the strike 

organized by the Anthropology students. These students are, as we learn later from Ruben, 

protesting the university’s decision to close the Anthropology department. This reaction is not 

unusual, particularly in France, but the fact that this department is targeted points to larger issues 

of what areas of study are considered useful and profitable under capitalism and which are 

considered frivolous or even dangerous. The fact that a discussion of the inequities of debt and 

the connections between debt and identity politics can take place in the Anthropology 

department of a University means that that department is a threat to larger systems of oppression. 

Even a discussion that remains within the realm of the theoretical, by its recognition and naming 

of these global processes that perpetuate neoliberal ideology, constitutes a refusal. While 

Joséphine and her classmates debate the theoretical possibility of questioning the rules of the 

game, other students in Anthropology put this questioning in to practice. Both modes of 

resistance are valid and valuable. The notion of usefulness in capitalist society is also tied to 

profitability and productivity at the level of the individual, a connection that, in René’s case, 

when pushed to its extreme, leads to despair and tragedy.  

René, one of Lionel’s fellow train drivers, either chooses to or is forced to retire. One 

would tend to think he doesn’t have control over the decision, since he is openly miserable about 

it, at least in front of Lionel. I’ll mention again the photo of the man spinning plates that René 

kept taped in his locker. Earlier I considered it as a metaphor for the lives of the characters in the 

film, but it is also a metaphor for work and worth. To contribute to society, we are taught, we 
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must be productive. Although our productivity is supposedly for our own benefit, more often 

than not, it is also for the financial benefit of those for whom we work. And if our productivity is 

supposed to give our lives meaning, what happens when we are no longer working? René is 

distraught, but Lionel urges him not to let the others see him fall apart. We can see a connection 

here between Lionel’s call for stoicism and Joséphine’s preference for keeping emotions out of 

the discussion of debt. The spectator doesn’t get the impression that Lionel and Joséphine are 

cold or unfeeling, rather that, for the most part, outside the safety of their apartment, they refrain 

from getting too close to anyone, from feeling too much, because they desperately want to avoid 

getting hurt. On the métro after René’s retirement party, he confides in Lionel that he wishes he 

had died young. Lionel says nothing in reply. He seems to feel either embarrassed or paralyzed 

by René’s inability to keep his thoughts and feelings under control. After the night of René’s 

retirement party, René and Lionel meet twice more. The first time is in a café, where an 

emotionless René returns a book that Lionel had lent him, a book whose absence Lionel had not 

really noticed. The book is Mars by Fritz Zorn (pseudonym for Fritz Angst). In this 

autobiographical work, Zorn interprets his terminal cancer as the result of his neurosis and 

despair. Although he grew up with every advantage and excelled in academia, he found no 

enjoyment in any of it, only solitude and sadness. The appearance of this book in the film, 

however brief, is not arbitrary. The first connection is found in the name of the actor who plays 

René: Julieth Mars Toussaint. This could be coincidental, but considering Denis’s attention to 

detail, it seems unlikely. The other connection is the idea of mental suffering having physical 

manifestations. The effects of psychic pain on the body is not disputed, but Zorn’s claim that his 

despair literally led to a malignant tumor is not supported scientifically. However, we can still 

accept his argument in the figurative sense, even if that was not his original intent. One wonders 
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when exactly Lionel lent the book to René and if it was he or René who chose it. Had René 

finished the book a while ago or had he only read it recently? Did he return it to Lionel now 

because he didn’t want to leave any unfinished business or was it a cry for help? Did the fact that 

Zorn was only 32 when he died have any influence on René’s desire to have died young? 

Although we can’t know the answer to any of these questions, or even if Denis’s intended us to 

ask them, the film still opens itself to this level of engagement if the viewer is willing to 

participate in the process of making meaning.  

René and Lionel meet once more when Lionel is at work. René joins him in the cab as he 

drives the train. René confides that he feels better with Lionel even though Lionel “ne di[t] 

jamais rien.” In a rare moment of vulnerability, Lionel reveals to René that whenever he has dark 

thoughts, he thinks of Joséphine. The viewer is aware of the close relationship between Lionel 

and his daughter because the camera has given us access to the emotional honesty that they share 

only within the walls of their apartment. But because they tend to insulate themselves from the 

rest of the world, their affection for one another is not necessarily apparent to an outsider. While 

the classroom scene stands out for its uncharacteristic use of exposition, the sequence that 

follows Lionel’s confession is remarkable for its fantastical nature. The camera captures Lionel 

in close-up from behind his head. The screen goes black as if they have just gone through a 

tunnel, the sound of the train running on the tracks is still audible. When they exit the tunnel and 

its darkness, we are once again able to see Lionel’s face. The camera cuts to a shot of a horse’s 

legs running on gravel and over onto train tracks. We cut to Jo holding on to Lionel in much the 

same way she did on his motorcycle. Their legs are not in the frame, but the sound of the horse 

galloping and the movement of their bodies suggest that they are riding together on the horse. A 

close-up of the horse’s head and the unsteadiness of the camera create for the viewer the feeling 
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of riding the horse. There is a shot of Joséphine and then a cut to a first-person view of train 

tracks. We can no longer hear horseshoes hitting gravel, only the sound of trains. And now it’s 

nighttime, but we can’t be sure if it’s later that same day or, if not, how much time has passed. 

There is once again a first-person view in a tunnel from the cab of the train. We see Lionel’s 

hand on a lever which he suddenly pulls. From his expression, we can tell that he sees something 

up ahead on the tracks and the quiet “putain,” that escapes his lips tells us that something serious 

has happened. He announces that “le service est interrompu à la suite d’un incident technique.” 

The camera follows closely behind Lionel as he walks on the tracks, his shoes on gravel the only 

sound. The camera captures his face in close-up as he approaches whatever caused him to stop 

the train. He doesn’t blink. His eyes water and he sighs. He bends down and we now see what he 

has seen, a body on the tracks. We glimpse a familiar coat and Lionel softly says, “Putain, 

René.” René’s depression may have been clinical and/or exacerbated by the lack of structure 

following his retirement. But there seems to be, beneath the surface of his suffering, the 

implication that, without work, he doesn’t know what to do with himself anymore. Now that he 

doesn’t have buttons to push and levers to pull, a set of tracks to follow, he can’t seem to see his 

purpose. He has nothing solid to hold onto, but he also seems to lack even a fantasy he can turn 

to, like Lionel’s vision of himself and Joséphine on that white horse. 

Lionel stands up and then we cut to him walking in the door at home. He doesn’t waver 

from his routine, performing all of the usual rituals: he hangs up his coat, takes off his shoes, 

puts on his slippers, showers, changes his clothes. We can’t be certain that this is the same day 

that he discovers René’s body on the tracks as there is very little to mark the passage of time, but 

if it is, we see that his routine is mostly undisturbed by what he has just seen. Strangely, though, 

rather than the blue shirts that Lionel normally wears, he puts on a red t-shirt that matches the 
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color Joséphine had chosen to paint the walls. Lionel and Joséphine stand in the kitchen eating 

dinner, as they frequently do. But this time we see a tear fall from Joséphine’s eye. She puts 

down her plate and they embrace. They don’t stay a word to one another, but something has 

changed. We are suddenly on a highway with German road signs.  

We see Lionel and Joséphine in a van, the windows rolled down. From a first-person 

perspective we see Bavarian style architecture. We cut to the interior of a house. Joséphine sits 

next to another young woman on a loveseat, an older woman sits on a couch by herself, and 

Lionel sits in a chair to her right. The older woman speaks in German about how they don’t see 

each other enough: “We all lead such withdrawn lives. Everyone in his corner. Every man for 

himself.” She asks Joséphine if she’d like some coffee and Joséphine answers in German, 

addressing her formally. The woman tells her that there is no need to be so formal and Joséphine 

rephrases: “Ich denke dir.” At this point it is not yet clear who this woman is or why they’re 

visiting her. Eventually, the older woman says to Joséphine, “Your mother said she fell in love 

with a guy in Paris. I asked her, ‘Is he cute?” She looked me straight in the eyes and said, 

‘You’re going to like him.’” And now we understand. This woman is Joséphine’s grandmother. 

There is nothing to suggest how much time has passed since René’s suicide, but the film’s 

editing nonetheless invites the viewer to connect his death with their trip, contributing to an 

undercurrent of death that seems to permeate the film. We also feel this specter’s presence when 

Noé talks about the death of his parents and when he discovers that his cat has died. The 

characters in the film are haunted in their own way. It is only through the careful piecing together 

of hints and allusions that the viewer comes to understand the nature of their suffering. This 

obscuring film style is an aesthetic choice that makes the viewer an active participant in a 
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process by which meaning is allowed to proliferate. If everything is suggestion, then nothing is 

fixed, everything is moveable, and everything is possible. 

As I mentioned, Claire Denis spent her childhood in West Africa, an unwitting agent of 

French colonial violence. Chocolat explores the crossing of invisible lines: who can cross them 

and what the consequences are. Whether or not it was her main motivation, Denis uses the film 

to examine her own degree of complicity and what exactly her place was in this strange situation. 

It would seem that the feeling of never quite belonging anywhere, of feeling like a foreigner 

wherever she went, served as inspiration for several of her films, whether in subject matter or in 

spirit. In studying J’ai pas sommeil (1994) and 35 Rhums (2009), I will trace the evolution of her 

treatment of this theme and how it intersects with the evolution of her filmmaking style.  

  

J’ai pas sommeil 

 

Beneath the surface of J’ai pas sommeil, which is ostensibly a fictional retelling of the 

story of serial killer Thierry Paulin, there is an exploration of the ways in which immigrants to 

France, especially those from former colonies, navigate physical and symbolic space within the 

métropole. Camille and his brother Théo, who come to Paris from Martinique, have a direct 

connection to France’s legacy of colonialism. Daïga arrives from Lithuania, a country that does 

not figure into France’s colonial history, but she still experiences the city as an outsider. As in 

Chocolat, where a car ride takes us into France’s past, in J’ai pas sommeil a vehicle serves as our 

point of entry, driving our main character, Daïga, into the heart of the story. Judith Mayne groups 

J’ai pas sommeil with Chocolat and No Fear, No Die in a “triptych” (81). While Chocolat deals 

with colonialism and No Fear, No Die is instead concerned with immigration to the metropole, 

Mayne considers J’ai pas sommeil as a sort of conclusion to this three-film set, posing the 
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question of assimilation. As Mayne explains, like the two previous films, J’ai pas sommeil “is 

preoccupied with what might be called the nomadic subjects of the contemporary, post-

decolonization landscape, figures who move through space, settling here and there, yet always 

experiencing a sense of displacement.” Mayne makes the point that while Daïga does not speak 

French very well, she can nonetheless “more easily ‘pass’ as French,” while Théo, as a citizen of 

Martinique, is French, but is treated as an outsider because of his race” (87). Mayne also 

emphasizes that fact that as “Daïga tries to make a life in the city, Théo desperately tries to 

leave” (87). He wants to take his son back to Martinique, presumably so he can know what it’s 

like to live in a place where he won’t be treated like an outsider.  

When J’ai pas sommeil was released, Denis was criticized because the film never 

explicitly condemns Camille’s actions. Although there is no moralizing on Denis’s part, this 

doesn’t mean she condones his violent acts. It only means that neither she nor the film are 

concerned with deciding anything on the viewer’s behalf. This strategy is, in fact, emblematic of 

the style of feminine filmmaking that I have been attempting to define, while simultaneously 

avoiding too fixed of a definition. As we have seen in other Denis films, she often works within 

the realm of suggestion, ultimately leaving the viewer to participate in and, in fact, take on a 

heavy share of the meaning-making process. Denis refuses any psychological analysis or 

attempts to understand the why of Camille’s criminal acts. And, we see that in spite of their 

violence, these acts receive very little screen time overall. Although a viewer may go into the 

film with some prior knowledge (either about the film itself or about the true story on which it is 

based), Denis provides no indication of Camille’s murderous tendencies until about halfway 

through the film, when we actually see him attack an elderly woman in her apartment. Up to this 

point we have been following Camille and the people whose lives intersect with his with no hint 
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at his secret life of crime. This makes perfect sense, considering the fact that Denis chose to 

approach the film by asking “what is it to be the mother or the neighbor of a monster” (Mayne 

82). The viewer is likely taken by surprise, just as Camille’s family and acquaintances have been. 

At one point in the film, Ninon, proprietor of the hotel where both Camille and Daïga reside, 

refers to Camille and his boyfriend as “nice young men.” Ninon has been teaching self-defense 

to older women, trying to help them protect themselves from the man targeting elderly women in 

the city. And all the while, the threat is sleeping in her hotel.  

It is also important that Denis refuses to condemn Camille specifically because of his 

marginality. Camille has clearly committed heinous acts, attacking members of another 

vulnerable population, but Denis does not comment on this fact, ultimately refusing to project 

onto Camille the anxieties of a society that struggles to confront its colonial past and its racist 

attempts to justify. Judith Mayne points out that Denis based the “track” of the film on “an old 

French board game, the ‘Goose game,’ where one follows a concentric circle, from the outside to 

the inside,” and that in the film, “the city of Paris is the game board, and the initial player, as it 

were, is Daïga…whose arrival in the city marks the beginning of the film” (82). A glance at a 

Jeu de l’oie game board is likely to remind one of the layout of the city of Paris. Like the path 

the players must take on the board, Paris’s arrondissements can be viewed as a spiral (although 

the numbering system places the first arrondissement at the center rather than in the outer ring). 

It is perhaps interesting in this instance that the further one gets from Paris’s center, the more 

likely one is to encounter immigrant communities.  

As immigrants to Paris, Camille, Théo, and Daïga are simultaneously conspicuous and 

invisible. Camille gets away with his crimes for a long period of time because he able to hide in 

plain sight. It is presumably his race that makes him a target of the police, that is, it is when he is 
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stopped on the sidewalk, near the end of the film, by police officers and asked for his papers that 

he is finally caught.  

In J’ai pas sommeil, we see Camille, Théo, and Daïga interacting with the city and its 

inhabitants. Although, because of their identities, they remain, in many ways, isolated, they 

nonetheless engage with their environment much more frequently than, for example, the 

characters in 35 Rhums, who live mostly in self-imposed solitude. However frequent their 

interactions with Parisians, though, it is clear that both Théo and Daïga are treated differently 

because they have emigrated to the city. Daïga is repeatedly harassed by two detectives. Once 

they hear her attempt to communicate in broken French to the proprietor of a café, they address 

her with suspicion and condescension. “Niet good,” one of them tells her about where she has 

parked her car. Daïga made an effort to speak to the café owner as best she could in French, but 

these detectives assume that she won’t understand them if they address her in French and so one 

chooses an odd mix of Russian and English, which is, at best, a poor attempt to communicate 

with her, and, at worst, a display of his intolerance for foreigners. Daïga doesn’t speak French 

well, but she tries nonetheless to speak to Parisians in, what is presumably, their native language. 

This detective, on the other hand, treats her poorly because of this, but in doing so only reveals 

his own ignorance, confounding Eastern European languages. Her lack of knowledge of the city 

and its rules contributes to her conspicuousness, but it also her conventional attractiveness that 

draws unwanted attention from men.  

When immigrants arrive in the city, they are often expected to immediately assimilate, to 

adopt the language and culture of their new home and blend in. It is no surprise then that Camille 

has managed to fool those around him for so long. He is expected to perform his belonging and 

so he does. And just as he performs in life, so does he perform in a night club, for a mesmerized 
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audience. During his performance at this club, Camille is, as Judith Mayne notes, partially in 

drag. He lip syncs to Jean-Louis Marat’s “Le lien défait.” His body is a vehicle for another’s 

voice, as if he is trying to perfectly mimic and adopt the persona of someone else entirely. But 

rather than seamlessly blending into another’s persona, his performance is somewhat ambiguous 

and also draws attention to its own constructedness. He doesn’t wear makeup but does perform 

in a form-fitting sleeveless blue velvet dress. At one point during the performance, the top of the 

dress he is wearing slips down, revealing his typically masculine anatomy. He makes no attempt 

to pull the dress back up. There is no evidence to suggest that Camille identifies as female and 

based on his choice of attire, he doesn’t seem interested in the exaggerated femininity typical of 

drag performance. But neither does he adhere to culturally accepted standards of masculinity. 

When we first see him, he is wearing black polish on his nails. And when he is arrested and he 

tells a police officer his name, the reply he receives is, “Camille, c’est un nom de fille.” 

Although others may feel compelled to make everything they encounter fit into binary 

categories, Camille does not share this need. That he takes up residence in a hotel is also 

emblematic of his marginality, his otherness, but also of his willingness to occupy transitory 

spaces. As Mayne writes, “If the film scandalized, it wasn’t because of the spectacle of murder, 

but rather because of the refusal of the film to present Camille in either/or terms, that is, as either 

a monster or a victim” (82). This refusal of categorization also applies to Camille in terms of his 

identity. He is allowed to be both and neither. He is allowed to occupy these interstitial spaces.  

Mayne has pointed out that there is a tendency in Denis’s films to capture her actors as 

“bodies in motion, approached as objects of wonder and curiosity” (80). And the fact that it is 

most often men’s bodies that receive that most attention, presented as “’strange’- not necessarily 

in a pejorative sense” (80-81). While there are certainly many female characters in Denis’s films, 
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Mayne finds that “the male body is more consistently an object of curiosity and fascination” 

(81). It does not go without notice that “the two films that focus most attentively on the ‘strange’ 

male body are, certainly not coincidentally, also the films where homosexual and homoerotic 

bonds are objects of fascination” (81). Here, she is referring to J’ai pas sommeil and Beau travail 

(1999). How can we then understand Denis’s focus on the bodies of her male characters and 

therefore the bodies of the actors who portray them? It might be helpful to consider a few things. 

First, the way in which Anne Gillain summarizes the representation of women throughout the 

history of the French cinema. “La femme,” she says, “y évolue dans un monde soumis au regard 

masculin et demeure, dans ses représentations, projection des nostalgies, désirs, et hantises de 

l’homme” (259). And this “vision est devenue pour la majorité des spectateurs une seconde 

nature” (259). The attention that Denis pays to men’s bodies in her films, then, is something of a 

reversal of the male gaze that viewers have become so accustomed to. It is not simply a reversal, 

though, for that alone would reproduce this fetishizing process. We should then take into 

consideration the way Mayne describes Camille’s performance: simultaneously “ethereal” and 

“emphatically one of the flesh” (83). She also notes that many of the spectators in the club, “all 

of them male, are seen responding to Camille in awe” but they also “appear to be objects of the 

look as much as Camille” (83). That is, “in this performance the very categories upon which our 

notions of performance rely–the distinction between spectator and spectacle–are undone” (83). 

Camille’s identities (and his performance of them) are almost always fluid and often 

contradictory. There is also a disruption of the traditional spectator-performer relationship within 

the diegesis. Like Camille, this looking and being looked at is also, in this context, quite fluid. 

This relationship, of course, invokes Laura Mulvey’s psychoanalytic analysis of these dynamics 

of the look, which she outlined in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” In this influential 
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article, Mulvey uses psychoanalysis “to discover where and how the fascination of film is 

reinforced by pre-existing patterns of fascination already at work within the individual subject 

and the social formations that have moulded him” (6). The use of “him” here is purposeful; it is 

not a generic referent for any person but specifically intended to refer to the hypothetical male 

spectator around whom the entire system of looking, within tradition filmmaking, is based. 

Mulvey explains that “woman,” in patriarchal culture “stands in…as signifier for the male other, 

bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out his phantasies and obsession through 

linguistic command by imposing them on the silent image of woman still tied to her place as 

bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning” (7). Such that, in “a world ordered by sexual 

imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female” and the 

“determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly” 

(11). The imagined (assumed) male spectator is intended to identify with the male characters he 

sees on screen and with the gaze they turn upon their female counterparts within the film, a gaze 

doubled by the spectator’s own pleasure in looking. The cinema, then, goes “beyond highlighting 

a woman’s to-be-looked-at-ness,” building “the way she is to be looked at into the spectacle 

itself” (17). In 1975, when Mulvey first published her article, she saw the possibility of an 

“alternative cinema18” (7). This alternative form of filmmaking would ideally create a “space for 

a cinema to be born which is radical in both a political and an aesthetic sense” and which would 

challenge “the basic assumptions of the mainstream film” (7-8). What she calls mainstream film 

can be understood as a reflection of “the psychical obsessions of the society which produced it,” 

such that any alternative cinema that might counter it would need to “start specifically by 

                                                           
18 Mulvey found that an alternative cinema was possible, at least in part, because of the “[t]echnological advances 
(16mm, etc)” which had “changed the economic conditions of cinematic production,” such that it could be 
“artisanal as well as capitalist” (7). 
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reacting against these obsessions and assumptions” (8). This is what I find that Denis has 

managed to accomplish in her work. And it is the character of Camille in J’ai pas sommeil that 

truly highlights how she has countered these “obsessions and assumptions” that remain the 

standard for mainstream cinematic works. As I have previously mentioned, it cannot be assumed 

that a woman director would automatically make a feminine film. In the same way, it cannot be 

assumed that a woman director wouldn’t, consciously or not, reproduce the systems of looking 

which have become second nature. However, we can see through Denis’s work that she has 

created a dynamic of looking that challenges the predominance of the male gaze. The 

heterosexual male spectator assumed by traditional, mainstream filmmaking is not a given here. 

The spectator’s “curiosity and the wish to look intermingle with a fascination with likeness and 

recognition: the human face, the human body, the relationship between the human form and its 

surroundings, the visible presence of the person in the world” (9). The imagined spectator of J’ai 

pas sommeil, whoever they might be, does not have a heterosexual male character on screen with 

whom they are asked to identify. If they are encouraged to identify with anyone, it is perhaps 

Daïga, who may act as a surrogate for the director and/or the spectator. And if there is an object 

of the gaze, it is not Daïga but Camille. When an unknown man in the film turns his gaze on 

Daïga, she runs from him and his aggressive behavior cannot be interpreted as anything but 

harassment. If a spectator were to identify with that man and his gaze, attempting to project his 

fantasies onto Daïga as an object, they would be thwarted by her refusal to be looked at. 

Immediately following this unpleasant encounter, Daïga escapes into a darkened movie theater, 

surrounded by male spectators who turn their gaze on her as she looks at the film being 

projected. Daïga laughs hysterically as on screen a man kisses a naked woman. There is a sort of 

mise en abyme effect in this instance. During Camille’s drag performance, we once again 
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encounter a disruption in the traditional system of looking. Although Camille is being looked at 

by the members of the audience, the camera, and the spectator, he does not remain a passive 

object. His refusal to perform either culturally prescribed masculinity or femininity entirely, his 

occupation of a space somewhere in between, denies the spectator an eroticized female body 

while also preventing the gaze from simply being reversed without subverting it. And Camille 

also appears to take pleasure in both being looked at and looking, including looking at himself, 

made evident by the framed photographs of himself which he keeps in his hotel room. Judith 

Mayne notes that in the film’s opening shots which follow two police offers laughing 

hysterically in a helicopter, there is a “cheesy pinup image of a woman” that the men don’t really 

pay attention to but which is ”placed directly in the line of vision of the spectator” (88). The fact 

that at the very start of the film we see a traditionally eroticized image of woman as object brings 

the notion of looking to the forefront and establishes a familiar gaze so that it can later be 

deformed. The men’s hysterical laughter connects it to the scene with Daïga in the theater where 

she laughs hysterically at the images she sees on the screen as well as at the men who try to make 

her the object of their look. 

Although I have not focused on soundtrack in Denis’s films, it seems particularly relevant 

to do so in this discussion of J’ai pas sommeil, because many of the songs are often diegetic, 

woven into the fabric of the film, and seem to both reflect and inform what we see on the screen 

when they play. The use of these songs will be important to the analysis that follows. The film 

shares its title with a song by Jean-Louis Murat, which is heard playing at the end of the film as 

Daïga flees Paris. This is noteworthy not just for this scene, but in the broader context because of 

the way other songs function in the film. As I mentioned earlier, vehicles frequently lead us into 

the storyline in Denis’s films. In the case of J’ai pas sommeil, it is first a helicopter and then a 
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car in which we travel. The opening sequence of shots within and from the helicopter is brief but 

gives us our first glimpse of the world we’re about to enter. While the helicopter pilots laugh 

hysterically, we are treated to a view of the roads and cars below, partially obscured by clouds. 

The film’s title appears on screen and we cut to a shot of traffic from road level, our point of 

view based inside a car as if we’re in the driver’s seat. From the establishing bird’s eye view 

offered by the helicopter, we move to the level of the individual. The presence of the helicopter 

flying over the highway that serves as an entry point into the city suggests an element of 

surveillance. This question of surveillance will return in different forms throughout the film, 

especially as it concerns people watching one another, but not necessarily really seeing. Ninon, 

for example, clearly sees the threat to herself and other women her age, but this threat remains so 

vague that she can’t see that it’s waiting right there in her hotel. Théo recognizes the warning 

signs of abuse in his neighbors’ marriage. He hears the wife sobbing and goes over there to ask 

what is going on. He doesn’t just notice the potential danger, he tries to intervene. Yet, he 

doesn’t seem to have the slightest idea that his brother has his own, even more violent, 

tendencies.  

The idea of who sees and who is seen seems, in this film, to be tied to questions of 

appearance and assimilation. There are multiple instances in the film, for example, where older 

women go unnoticed and they are acutely aware of this. Older women in Paris have likely 

become the targets of a serial killer because they, like him, occupy a marginalized space in 

society. Unlike Camille, these are wealthy, white Françaises de souche. Their whiteness is part 

of their undisputed Frenchness, both of which grant them access to societal acceptance, while at 

the same time making them so unremarkable as to be almost invisible. And their age, of course, 

contributes to this invisibility. Ninon makes this clear when she shares with Daïga the fact that 
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men look at her differently now that she’s older. While Daïga, even in an oversized jacket, 

cannot escape the attention of men, to the point of being chased by one man through the streets. 

Daïga’s great aunt, Ira makes no effort to blend into the background. She is probably about the 

age of the other women who have been murdered, and she is an immigrant to the city, but she 

makes herself conspicuous, with her hair dyed a bright red and her clothing equally ostentatious. 

While Ira has her own apartment, Daïga sleeps in a room at Ninon’s hotel that was previously 

being used for storage. Ira tries to find Daïga a space in an apartment where other Eastern 

Europeans are living clandestinely, but there is no room for her. Although those living in this 

apartment are from different countries, they nonetheless find some sense of community with one 

another as they try to make new lives far from home. We see a similar dynamic among Camille 

and Théo’s family when they gather for a celebration. It is not clear if everyone present is 

actually family or if they too have developed a similar kind of community. In any case, at least in 

this domestic space, they hold on to their origins, dancing to Caribbean music. Camille and Théo 

are from Martinique and so are officially recognized as French citizens, but they aren’t treated 

that way. Camille is finally caught when police officers decide to stop him on the street to ask 

him for his papers. Of course, at this point, there is a survivor of one of his attacks who has 

described him to the police, but their approach remains racially motivated. Théo, who is a 

musician, makes extra money by doing odd jobs for people. He builds a shelf for a white French 

woman who subsequently tries to get out of paying the full amount she promised. She believes 

she can cheat him because he is working for her under the table. To her, whatever his citizenship, 

he is a foreigner and she exploits and treats him with condescension. 

The man who approaches Daïga on the street tries to speak to her, but she doesn’t 

acknowledge him. He tries to touch her shoulder and she shrugs him off. When she takes off, he 
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follows, constantly talking to her, although we can barely hear what he’s saying. The words 

don’t matter though, since Daïga presumably can’t understand him anyway. Language barriers 

aside, though, she clearly understands that this man is trying to invade her space, take up her 

time, touch her without her permission. She is finally able to escape him by ducking into a movie 

theater. He will eventually, finally leave her alone, but only after following her in and shouting 

“salope” after her.  Once inside a theater, Daïga climbs over other spectators to get to a seat and 

finds herself surrounded by men who keep looking at her. She ignores them and watches the film 

that’s playing, laughing hysterically in the otherwise silent theater, although she probably can’t 

understand the dialogue and it doesn’t appear to be a comedy. Even though she took refuge in 

this darkened theater to avoid further harassment, she does not make any attempt to remain 

inconspicuous. Although she ran from a potentially dangerous man, she doesn’t take any further 

precaution to avoid attention from others who might pose a threat. Essentially, she bravely 

refuses to blame herself for the harassment she suffers. And she has no intention of changing 

herself, her appearance or her behavior, just to avoid further unpleasant situations. This attitude 

seems to be part of Daïga’s personality and/or world view. She doesn’t worry about what is 

considered proper and she doesn’t seem too concerned with assimilating seamlessly into Parisian 

society. When the detectives harass her outside the café for leaving her car in a no parking zone, 

she insults them in Lithuanian, slams the door, and drives off. Later, when she finally realizes 

that the director for whom she came to Paris never intended to offer her a role in his play, she 

drives into his car. He ends up taking the blame for it when the police intervene, but Daïga 

wasn’t counting on that when she did it.  

The importance of Denis’s musical choices becomes apparent from the first minutes of 

the film. As we see signs for Paris, we pull up closer and closer behind an old off-white car and 
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see the Cyrillic letters on its license plate. The camera pans around to show the driver, a woman 

with dark blonde hair, a cigarette dangling from her lips. She turns on the radio and we hear the 

announcer mention a “tueur de vieilles dames.” “Relax ay voo” starts to play. The blonde 

woman, who we’ll come to learn is Daïga, drives down a quiet Paris street and the film cuts to 

flies on a window pane, a ransacked apartment. We catch a glimpse of a woman lying dead 

before we cut back to Daïga driving. “Relax ay voo” continues. The inclusion of this song here is 

interesting in several ways. “Relax ay voo,” the song’s title and refrain is an anglicized form, in 

spelling and pronunciation, of the French verb se relaxer in the second person imperative 

(Relaxez-vous) often used ungrammatically: “The girls pursue those fellows who can relax-ay-

voo.” Based on her license plate, we can guess that Daïga is not French, so it seems appropriate 

that she drives into Paris listening to a song whose only lyrics in French are sung in a comically 

non-native pronunciation. The song also presents a very particular and stereotypical view of 

French culture, one that might be embraced by outsiders attracted to the promise of a cool, 

carefree lifestyle in Paris. “We French you'll find are more inclined to relax-ay-voo,” Line 

Renaud is singing here in response to Dean Martin. The song, and this line in particular, feels 

overly optimistic following the radio announcer’s mention of a serial killer targeting older 

women. There is also a strange moment of reflexivity in that we hear a young Line Renaud’s 

voice and then she appears later in the film, not as herself but as a character named Ninon, a 

woman who teaches self-defense classes to other older women to help them protect themselves 

from the man who is targeting them (a pastime that is decidedly not “relax ay voo” in nature). 

While a younger Line Renaud sings to Daïga through space, time, and radio waves in the film’s 

opening, later, present day Line Renaud will play the role of Ninon and dance with Daïga to 

Procol Harum’s “A Whiter Shade of Pale” when it plays on the radio. Judith Mayne considers 



192 
 

the use of this song to be part of Denis’s “approach to music” which “works to situate familiar 

songs in unfamiliar contexts” (85). In this particular instance, a song which is “so familiar as a 

mournful tribute to times gone by” serves as a “connection between two women of different 

generations who dance together in a moment that evokes both the present and the past” (86). 

While the film doesn’t literally move between past and present, this idea of tying together past 

and present nonetheless links it to the dynamics time and memory we saw operating in Chocolat 

and White Material. 

When Camille performs in the nightclub, he lip sync’s to Jean-Louis Murat’s “Le lien 

défait.” Camille makes his way slowly through the club, passing close by the other patrons who 

have become his audience. With delicate hand movements, he acts out the Murat’s words. When 

he lip-syncs the lyrics, “comme un démon,” he moves his hands in front of his face. And on the 

following line, “tu déferas le tien,” he points outward, at no one in particular, but his eyes gaze 

downward. He then mouths the line, “Comme l’oiseau borgne,” while covering his right eye with 

his right hand. He continues, “Comme Jeanne de France,” and draws his hand down to his chest. 

With the following line, “Dans ta démence,” he turns away from the camera and over his 

shoulder we see his boyfriend, who watches him unblinkingly. Although he is directly facing his 

lover, because he is turned away from the camera, we can’t tell if he’s looking him in the eye 

when we hear the repetition of the line, “Tu déferas le tien.” Camille does not perform on a stage 

but rather moves through the club and through the crowd. He places himself among the patrons 

but seems a distance from them. He reaches out but never touches anyone. Camille stands right 

in front of his lover, but the words he mouths are “Tu déferas le tien.” “Le tien” presumably 

referring to the interlocutor’s “lien,” his link to the world, to other people, to reality or even 

perhaps to his own sanity. There is a beauty, a grace, a gentleness to his movements, that make it 
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seem impossible that he could hurt anyone. Knowing what he’s capable of though, the 

performance takes on a quietly sinister quality. When he brings his hands to his face at the line, 

“comme un démon,” we can’t help but wonder if that’s how he sees himself. Later in the film 

he’ll wear a cap with devil horns as he heads to a club. On the poster for the film we see red 

devil horns and tail sketched onto is a photo of Camille. And at the end of the film, when 

Camille’s mother, having learned of his crimes, confronts him at the police station, she shouts, 

“Why did I give birth to you, Satan?” There is a pattern, then, of Denis suggesting a link between 

heinous acts and the realms of religiosity and the supernatural. Or perhaps she is, rather, aligning 

the sacred and the profane, as in the lyric “Comme l’ange blond / noyé dans la Durance.” Seeing 

violence as a product of some intangible or even unnamable evil is perhaps also an attempt to 

absolve oneself of responsibility for its existence and proliferation in the real world. It might be 

easier for some to accept Camille’s crimes as acts of pure evil than to ever consider them as the 

inevitable consequence of a history of colonial violence. Evoking the presence of an angel and 

then a demon in the same stanza of the song also hints at the film’s ambivalence towards the 

depravity Camille exhibits. Daïga is aware of the presence of a serial killer in the city and she 

has seen the fear it has stirred in the older women she encounters. But when she happens to see a 

sketch of Camille in the police station, she doesn’t report her knowledge of his whereabouts. 

When she sees him leave the hotel, she follows him. He turns to look behind him and then stops 

for a drink in a café. She comes up next to him at the counter and orders a coffee. She keeps 

looking at him, but neither of them says anything. Eventually he pays for both his drink and hers, 

says “Salut” to her, and leaves. They have had very little direct contact up to this point, mostly 

remaining in one another’s orbit without interacting. But here we witness a silent confrontation 

of sorts. Daïga’s approach may be a way of letting Camille know that she now knows what he’s 
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done. Or it may be that she wants to get a closer look at him now that she knows he has 

committed heinous crimes. Whatever her reasons, she doesn’t stay a word to him or anyone else. 

Her silence can of course be seen to be the product of the language barrier between the two 

which makes it difficult for her to communicate in French. She says very little in the film overall, 

though, often preferring to observe situations at hand, like young France in Chocolat. And we 

don’t see her say goodbye to anyone, not her aunt, not Ninon. She goes into Camille’s room and 

takes the money he was hiding there. She packs her things and the next time we see her she’s on 

the road again, presumably leaving the city for good. The film ends here, without passing 

judgement on Daïga’s illicit actions either. 

Before the final shots of Daïga exiting Paris in her car, we see Théo, leaning against the 

wall in the police station, watching Camille being led away down the hallway. Camille turns to 

look at him and then looks away. Théo watches him being taken away. When the police 

questioned him about Camille, his only response was, “Mon frère, je sais rien de lui, comme toi.” 

He seems to have no outward emotional reaction to the drama being played out before him. And 

after taking one last look at Camille, Théo leaves the station and walks down the street, his back 

to the camera. A song begins to play as he moves further away. The film cuts to black and then 

to a hand on a steering wheel. Claire Denis’s name appears on the screen. We see Daïga smoking 

as she drives. Although she is certainly leaving Paris behind, we cannot know for sure if she is 

returning home or heading elsewhere. The camera captures her face in profile and freezes on this 

image. Then the credits roll, all the while the same song continues to play. The song is Jean-

Louis Murat’s “J’ai pas sommeil.” In the first verse, Murat sings, like a traveling bard, “Oyez, 

braves gens / l’histoire de ce temps / où sur la machine ronde / s’amusait Satan.” The lyrics 

contain a mix of references that are religious and literary in nature and we revisit the image of 
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the devil on Earth that we encountered earlier in “Le lien défait.” In the second verse, Murat 

sings of “le bouc à qui nul ne resiste / la somme de vos colères” who “dansait sur les charbons 

ardents / sans se brûler les chairs.” The use of “bouc” evokes the image of the “bouc émissaire,” 

scapegoat in English. In Denis’s figuration, Camille can been seen standing as the scapegoat for 

the anxieties of country which has not yet adequately dealt with its colonial past and for the 

anxieties of a society that still marginalizes those who do not fit into neat categories, who are not 

either/or, who do not conform to traditional gender roles and performance. That the goat depicted 

in this song manages to dance for so long on hot coals without burning himself is perhaps a 

veiled reference to Camille’s ability to evade notice and capture for so long. The images of flesh 

and of the scapegoat return in the final verse of the song, when Murat croons: “et si rien n’est pur 

dans vos chairs / infectes, purulentes / que la bête representative vous arrache ce gémissement.”  

As a way of concluding my discussion of 35 Rhums and J’ai pas sommeil, I return now to 

the idea of a feminine form of filmmaking. I reiterate the question of figuring the feminine in 

filmmaking is not an attempt to make gender essentializing arguments or generalizations, but 

rather to conceptualize a mode of filmmaking that resists or refuses to reproduce any dominant 

ideology through traditional cinematic and narrative forms. In 1996, Anne Gillian remarked on 

what she found to be “une extraordinaire cohésion dans l’envol de l’imaginaire féminin” in the 

cinema, even across differing sensibilities among women filmmakers (260). Gillain’s awareness 

of this cohesion led her to pose the following question: “Existe-t-il une specificité de l’art 

féminin?” a query she answers in the affirmative. She explains that the increase in the number of 

women who receive both formal training in the art and funding19 has contributed to the 

                                                           
19 As Gillain notes, la FEMIS (Fondation Européenne pour les Métiers de l’Image et du Son), formerly known as 

IDHEC ( Institut des hautes études cinématographiques), modified its admissions policy to give an advantage to 
women. The avance sur recettes, which provides financial assistance to French productions, has also contributed to 
the increase in the number of women making films in France. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institut_des_hautes_%C3%A9tudes_cin%C3%A9matographiques
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emergence of “une vision du monde au féminin” (259). Gillain locates in the “fétichisation de la 

notion d’auteur” an explanation for the refusal in the French context to “envisage un cinéma 

féminin comme une entité séparée” (260). But this is exactly what she is trying to envision here, 

culling from a sample of films a “relevé des caractértistiques de l’imaginaire féminin” (259). Of 

course, Gillain’s study is limited in scope, but it nonetheless offers a glimpse of a tendency that 

was already beginning to crystallize two decades ago. She finds in many of the films under 

consideration, “l’association ou l’identification de femmes à des personnages masculins 

appartenant à des minorités ethniques ou sexuelles” (261). For Gillain, the strongest example of 

this tendency can be found in J’ai pas sommeil “où Claire Denis suit de façon symétrique 

l’histoire d’une jeune Lithuanienne débarquée à Paris et d’un tueur de vieilles dames noir et 

homosexuel” (261). She describes Camille as “triplement exclu – par le crime, la race et la 

sexualité – de la société blanche occidentale” and notes, as others have, that he is never “traité 

sur un mode moralisateur ou répressif par le récit” (261). It is this close association between 

femininity and marginality, she says, that leads women filmmakers to “marquer une grande 

sensibilité enver les exclus” (261). Gillain also cites J’ai pas sommeil as exemplifying another 

charactertistic of feminine filmmaking: the enunciation a multiplicity of points of view (267). In 

her estimation, this “pluri-focalisation entraîne avec elle un défi à la cloture et à l’unité du récit 

qui sont associées à la narration traditionnelle” (267). Gillain also notes tendencies among 

women filmmakers to eschew linear narration, to show solidarity between female characters, to 

use as setting disadvantaged areas of cities, to depict female characters as wanderers, and to use 

as a narrative device a “retour vers le passé” or the “retour du passé.” What all of these 

characteristics seem to have in common is the ways in which they constitute a refusal to 

reproduce elements associated with traditional forms of narrative filmmaking.  
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In the previous chapter, I looked at two films from opposite ends of Denis’s career: 

Chocolat (1988) and White Material (2009). Both films take place in Africa and center on a 

white woman who, in one way or another, must come to terms with the past and her own 

complicity in the injustices it represents. For the most part, Denis made a conscious effort in 

these two films not to tell the story from an African point of view, because she felt it wasn’t her 

place to do so. Although the films do feature African characters, their stories nonetheless center 

on the experiences of white women who feel a (conflicted) sense of belonging in a space they 

only occupied because of their (or their families’) role in the colonization of these African 

countries. As I have mentioned, Chocolat is a relatively conventional compared to the 

increasingly elliptical and enigmatic cinematic style we see in White Material. Although J’ai pas 

sommeil (1994) and 35 Rhums (2008) aren’t linked as directly as Chocolat and White Material, 

they nonetheless have enough elements in common that allow for an examination of the 

evolution of Denis’s filmmaking. First, I think it worth recalling here that Denis worked on 35 

Rhums and White Material simultaneously. On the surface, they don’t appear to have much in 

common, and Denis concluded that the two films “ne déteignent pas l’un sur l’autre,” and, in 

fact, “leur singularité se renforce.” But both films were made at the same point in her filmmaking 

career and so share certain characteristics that have become more and more prevalent in her 

work. Sitting at the more recent end of the timeline of her work, they both evince a preference 

for fragmentary, elliptical narration, for suggestion rather than exposition, for frequent cuts and a 

lack of narrative causality and/or linearity. They both also rely on the intimacy (or lack thereof) 

of the family unit for the central tensions of their narratives. Of course, we can see this focus on 

the family, against the backdrop of issues relating directly or indirectly to the (post) colonial 

world, even as early as Chocolat. And all of these films use vehicles as points of entry to places 



198 
 

and times or as metaphors for the people who drive them. In Chocolat, a car ride with a stranger 

transports France and the viewer back in time to her childhood. J’ai pas sommeil opens with a 

scene of pilots hovering over a freeway in a helicopter, which leads to Daïga’s entry into the city 

in her car. Before we ever see Daïga, the bumper sticker and the license plate mark her as a 

foreigner on the road to Paris. She will also later try to sell this car but end up using it to ram into 

the car of the theater director who exploited her. This aggression takes her directly to a police 

station where she happens to see the police sketch of Camille and his boyfriend. 35 rhums opens 

with a point of view shot taken from the driver’s seat of a train, a first-person perspective that we 

return to again and again throughout the film. The frequent return of these shots through the 

windshield looking out onto the tracks ahead brings us back time and again to the routine and 

consistency that Lionel clings to in his daily life in order to keep moving forward, only very 

rarely veering off the tracks of his life. Of course, René’s suicide becomes a literal roadblock 

when Lionel has to stop the train he is driving when he finds René’s body on the tracks. In 

contrast with Lionel’s need for order and familiarity, Gabrielle drives a taxi and enjoys the fact 

that she meets different people and never knows just what path she will take. The fact that her 

cab breaks down when she’s driving Lionel, Joséphine, and Noé to a concert seems to hint at the 

incompatibility between her and Lionel’s lives, however she might wish it were otherwise. This 

breakdown also leads to a moment in a restaurant where Joséphine and Noé dance and finally 

acknowledge the romantic feelings that they have been dancing around up until this point. This 

scene relies on a series of looks to convey a range of emotions and reactions. Lionel and 

Joséphine also travel to Germany in a van. Although this trip takes place in their present, it 

nonetheless leads them to connections with their past, and we witness Joséphine’s grandmother’s 

reminiscences about her daughter. Lionel and Joséphine also spend time together in and around 
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this van, sleeping on the beach just outside, on, as far as we can tell as spectators, the last night 

of their lives as they know it. For, following this trip to the past, Joséphine will get married, 

presumably to Noé, and the father-daughter family unit which for so long has remained a closed 

link, will open itself to the rest of the world. In White Material, vehicles also serve as bridges 

from present to past and as representations of Maria’s current emotional state. We see her riding 

a motorbike, feeling freedom and joy. And after her situation has dissolved into chaos, we will 

see her clinging to the back of a bus, no longer in control but hanging on to a situation that places 

someone else is in the driver’s seat.  
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CONCLUSION 

  

 When François Truffaut championed auteur filmmaking (over the literary adaptations that 

dominated French cinema), it was a radical act. His politique des auteurs demanded recognition 

for a mode of filmmaking that took full advantage of the specificity of the filmic medium. 

Truffaut and his fellow Cahiers du cinéma critics were especially interested in the work of 

American filmmakers whose personal film style was recognizable even within the restrictive 

assembly line production of the Hollywood studio system. This auteuristic approach to both 

filmmaking and film criticism has offered some benefits to women filmmakers, especially those 

working within the French film industry, but it has also, for the most part, been used to recognize 

the talent of filmmakers who are predominantly male.   

 In Chapter one, I defined an auteur as a filmmaker who had, over a considerable span of 

time, established a recognizable but constantly evolving style and a set of recurring thematic 

preoccupations which could be traced across a significant number of films. The evolution in their 

work is of particular importance because it demonstrates their ability to adapt to an industry and 

a world that are constantly changing. I also insisted on the addition of “female” to the auteur 

mantle because this designation emphasizes the need to recognize women (and other minority) 

filmmakers for the success they have achieved in spite of the odds stacked against them. The 

auteur title has, for better or for worse, granted Denis and Breillat an elevated status in the film 

industry. This recognition has opened doors for them that not many women have had the 

opportunity to walk through. Whether it was their intention or not, I would argue that their 

success has contributed to a growing acceptance of women as auteur filmmakers. If the rippling 

effects created by the application of the auteur title to women have been, in many ways, positive, 
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it has become clear, especially recently, that the privilege this title affords can easily lead to 

abuses of power, a point I will return to.  

 Throughout Catherine Breillat’s body of work, we have seen a desire on her part to call 

into question traditional cinematic representations of women. The images she creates are often 

shocking, disturbing, and even violent, but expressly so. Her films are filled with explicit 

depictions of sexuality, for example, but more often than not, even where sexual acts are 

purportedly non-simulated, the aim of these scenes is often to, in fact, de-eroticize and 

intellectualize explorations of female sexuality. In Romance, although Marie is spurred on by her 

unfulfilled sexual desire, her affairs are anything but passionate. Her thoughts, analytical and 

expressed in voice over, pervade the film. In her interactions with men, she is most often reduced 

to an object for the fulfilment of their fantasies (or for clinical study in the context of the 

hospital). Ultimately, the film’s title ironizes and calls into question the societal construction of 

romantic love. Breillat takes the same approach in her adaptations of Perrault. Although these 

fairy tale films are dressed in fantasy, they are not dissimilar to any of her other work. Like Une 

vraie jeune fille and À ma sœur, her fairy tale films Barbe bleue and La belle endormie aim to 

grant agency to their adolescent girl protagonists as they navigate a world designed to objectify 

them. In my opinion, the fairy tale films are ultimately more successful because they manage to 

subvert expectations and create ambiguities within popular, conventional, and often, beloved 

stories, such that the destabilizing effects are all the more pronounced.  

 If Breillat has benefited enormously from her status as an auteur filmmaker, her success 

has not come without a cost. In a recent interview for the Murmur podcast, she shared her 

thoughts on the #MeToo movement. This particular episode of the podcast has been removed, 

but an article published on Indie Wire provides details of what is described as an “increasingly 
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bizarre interview” with Breillat. Breillat appears to take issue with the fact that the #MeToo 

movement has come to include not only the denunciation of physical and sexual violence but 

also instances of verbal abuse and sexual harassment. Although she thinks that women “musn’t 

be afraid to speak out,” she maintains that “you can’t resort to #MeToo about verbal violence.” 

She concedes that “if you’re 14, verbal violence can be the same as actual physical aggression,” 

but goes on to say that “when you’re 25 or 30 and you go to a man’s hotel room, you know the 

game.” Rather than continue in general terms, Breillat takes this opportunity to personally attack 

one of Harvey Weinstein’s accusers, Asia Argento, whom Breillat directed in The Last Mistress. 

She declares that she doesn’t believe Argento’s accusations because “[i]f there’s anyone capable 

of defending herself, who’s not timid about sex, who does it a lot, and has lots and lots of desire 

for both men and women, it’s her.” When asked why Argento would lie about being assaulted, 

Breillat answers that she was obviously “motivated by self-interest” and “bitterness.” And when 

asked why she doesn’t hesitate to share these opinions, she explains that because she is an artist, 

she doesn’t have to be politically correct.” There is a lot to unpack here, but the only conclusion I 

can draw is that, like Weinstein, she feels shielded by the power afforded to her by her status. 

Her views on the #MeToo movement are disappointing although not entirely unexpected 

considering that they echo those outlined in an opinion piece published in Le Monde and signed 

by a group of Frenchwomen, including Catherine Deneuve. It is likely that Deneuve, and others, 

in order to survive in the film industry, accepted harassment as both normal and inevitable. 

Breillat’s criticism of #MeToo, her misunderstanding or willful mischaracterization of sexual 

violence, and her harsh dismissal of Argento’s accusations would, on their own, be sufficiently 

disheartening. But following Breillat’s comments, Argento called her “the most sadistic and 

downright evil director I’ve ever worked with,” explaining that Breillat “took extreme pleasure 
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on [sic] humiliating both her actors and crew during the shoot of ‘Last Mistress.’” The notion of 

the auteur, pushed to its extreme, grants perhaps too much power to the filmmaker, normalizing 

unacceptable behaviors in the service of his or her artistic vision.  

 Before a recent screening20 of her film J’ai pas sommeil, Claire Denis talked about the 

experience of seeing Suddenly Last Summer: “là, il y avait quelque chose qui était ‘pas dit,’ 

comme un mystère caché qui n’était pas dit, qui n’était pas prononcé, mais qui était évident dans 

le film, exposé même, si j’ose dire, et très exposé.” She also discussed director Jim Jarmusch and 

cinematographer Robby Müller, both of whom she had worked with as an assistant director on 

Jarmusch’s Down By Law. She described them as “cinéastes qui…croyaient que le cinéma se 

faisait avec une caméra, avec du son aussi, mais pas forcément avec beaucoup de dialogues.” 

This privileging of elements which contribute to the specificity of the cinematic medium is also 

essential to Denis’s own work and acts as a connecting thread from the notion of the auteur as 

Truffaut imagined him to a new incarnation, one that is, thankfully, constantly evolving. 

 Our definition of the auteur and to whom we give the title will, hopefully, continue to 

become more inclusive. Whatever struggles Breillat and Denis may have faced as women in the 

industry, they have also benefited from a system that privileges not only maleness but whiteness.  

In his article “‘Selma’ and the State of the Black Auteur,” Andre Seewood argues that while 

White auteurs “can continue to make artistically challenging works with little to no regard for the 

box office, historical accuracy, or conventional subject matter…[t]he same cannot be said for 

Black auteurs.” His focus is on Selma (2014), which was nominated for Best Picture but for 

which Ava DuVernay did not receive a Best Director nod. Amanda Hess, writing for Slate, 

framed this snub as evidence of the Oscars’ potential bias against female directors. Hess points to 

                                                           
20 September 27, 2017 at the Cinémathèque française in Paris. 
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the voting system by which Academy voters select their Oscar winners. She explains that while 

every Academy member can vote for Best Picture, “individual categories like Best Actor and 

Best Director are voted on by their peers.” This rule matters because even though “overall, 

academy members21 are 94 percent white and 77 percent male” with a median age of 62, the 

directors branch, for example, is even less diverse, with women representing only nine percent of 

this voting body. Hess concludes with her suspicion that “the outrage over omissions like 

DuVernay’s doesn’t hinge on the idea that female directors are being ignored while their films 

are being celebrated.” “The central problem,” she argues, “is that female directors and their work 

are so disadvantaged across the board in Hollywood…And each year that the Academy fails to 

nominate a woman…the frustration mounts.” Seewood, on the other hand, finds that this 

controversy “highlights several salient issues regarding the separate and unequal status of Black 

filmmakers working within and outside of the White controlled American Entertainment 

Complex.” These biases co-exist within the Academy and within the film industry in general, but 

here we see them working simultaneously against a single artist. Just as I argued for the 

importance of the female auteur title, Seewood relies here on the notion of the Black auteur to 

highlight the accomplishments of Black auteur filmmakers while also pointing to the disparities 

that persist in the film industry. We must, of course, take into account the differences between 

the French and American film industries, but these issues likely affect women and minority 

filmmakers in many national film industries. Any further research regarding feminine modes of 

auteur filmmaking would surely benefit from the inclusion of the work of non-white women 

filmmakers. 

                                                           
21 Hess cites a 2012 survey conducted by the Los Angeles Times. 



205 
 

 With the success of campaigns like #MeToo, #TimesUp, and #OscarsSoWhite, I would 

like to believe that we have reached a turning point in the film industry and beyond. These 

movements call into question abuses and discriminations that have long been considered normal 

and acceptable, with any dissenting voices being muted or erased altogether. A lack of diversity 

at all levels of the film industry has undoubtedly contributed to the normalization of problematic 

representations on screen and of predatory behavior behind the scenes. At the 2018 Academy 

Awards ceremony, Frances McDormand ended her acceptance speech with the following: “I 

have two words to leave you with tonight, ladies and gentlemen: inclusion rider.” The idea 

behind this concept is that actors and actresses who already carry weight in the industry can have 

a requirement for diversity among the cast and crew of film written into their contracts. It is 

imperative that those who have achieved success use it to effect real change rather than to 

maintain the status quo. Despite her auteur status, Catherine Breillat’s recent remarks and the 

accusation of abuse leveled against her, at the very least, force us to wrestle with the question of 

whether we can separate art from the artist22. We can certainly appreciate the work that Breillat 

has done to call into question traditional representations of women and sexuality in film. 

However, any inappropriate or abusive behavior on her part should certainly be investigated and 

called out for what it is.  

 Claire Denis, on the other hand, has used her accepted status as an auteur filmmaker to 

continue to develop her poetic style of filmmaking. In carefully studying Denis’s work, we come 

to recognize those elements which exemplify her style of filmmaking and which thus contribute 

to our conception of her as an auteur filmmaker. The ensemble of creative decisions that 

                                                           
22 This debate has been front and center lately following sexual harassment and abuse allegations against several 
high-profile men in the film industry. See Judy Berman for a timely discussion of “ethical consumption.” 
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characterize her work are emblematic of a distinctly feminine form of artistic expression23. Even 

as early as her first feature-length film, Chocolat, Denis plays with conventions of film narrative, 

frequently hovering in the realm of suggestion rather than relying on exposition or explanation. 

The scene in Chocolat, for example, in which Aimée finally, literally, reaches out to Protée, 

relies entirely on the power of the image, on mise en scène and editing, on facial expression and 

body movements: an aesthetics of the unsaid. The film’s final scene, although it may seem 

inconsequential to the narrative, effectively demonstrates Denis’s consistent refusal to provide 

clear answers to questions that she implicitly poses. At the airport, France Dalens looks out the 

window and observes three baggage handlers loading cargo onto a plane and then taking their 

break. One of these men is played by Isaach de Bankolé, which leads the viewer to wonder if 

France has happened to see Protée again after all these years. When asked about this possibility, 

Denis explains that although she originally intended for France to have “the vague sensation that 

one of the transport workers looked like Protée,” she decided against it because she “was afraid it 

would have too strong of a symbolic value” (Mayne 47). However, because de Bankolé wanted 

to play one of the baggage handlers, she acquiesced, not doing “anything to make him 

recognizable,” but not doing “anything to hide his identity either,” concluding that “We’ll see 

what happens” (Mayne 47) This anecdote reveals a lot about Denis’s process as a filmmaker. 

First, although the film is very much her artistic vision, she opens herself up to the possibility of 

collaboration. As I have mentioned, Denis frequently works with the same cinematographer, co-

screenwriter, and actors. While she is undoubtedly considered an auteur, she does not close 

                                                           
23 It is essentially the poetic nature of Denis’s work that places it in the realm of the feminine. Her films have 
become increasingly elliptical, fragmentary, and suggestive, eschewing elements that would help the viewer orient 
him or herself in time and space. 



207 
 

herself off to the artistic contributions of others24. Denis’s approach to Chocolat’s final scene 

also, essentially, summarizes her entire approach to filmmaking. She makes a creative decision 

and executes it but then she lets it go. She offers a visual suggestion but does not attempt to draw 

any conclusions. Denis relies, then, on the viewer’s curiosity about and engagement with the 

experience of watching the film. Viewers have to find the clues she leaves for them, but then 

they are free to do with them what they will. Again, even in her first film, Denis attempts to 

carve out a cinematic space in which meaning is allowed to proliferate. This is one specific way 

in which Denis’s filmmaking demonstrates the notion of the feminine, in Cixousian terms. If 

there is no question that Denis practices a feminine form of filmmaking, one might still wonder 

why this matters. I turn here to Judith Butler who, in the preface to the tenth anniversary edition 

of Gender Trouble, writes: 

 In particular, I opposed those regimes of truth that stipulated that certain kinds of 

 gendered expressions were found to be false or derivative, and others, true and 

 original. The point was not to prescribe a new gendered way of life that might serve as a 

 model for readers of the text. Rather, the text was to open up the field of possibility for 

 gender without dictating which kinds of possibilities ought to be realized. One might 

 wonder what use “opening up possibilities” finally is, but no one who has understood 

 what it is to live in the social world as what is “impossible,” illegible, unrealizable, 

 unreal, and illegitimate is likely to pose that question. (viii) 

Obviously, Judith Butler is writing about gender, but I quote her here, in conjunction with the 

Cixousian conception of the feminine, not as an attempt to equate the feminine with a particular 

                                                           
24 There is a leveling effect in this democratization of the artistic process the presents a challenge to auteur 
privilege, and for the better.  
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performance of gender, but, rather, because I find her that her thoughts on the necessity for 

“opening up possibilities” leads us to the heart of the importance of feminine writing and 

filmmaking. Those who are marginalized within society, that is, those who are in any way 

marked by lack, in the Lacanian sense of the term, are nonetheless forced to express themselves 

within the constraints of the very system that holds them at the margins. If Denis practices a form 

of feminine filmmaking, she does so, by necessity, within an industry whose conventions attempt 

to limit her ability to realize her artistic vision. Denis’s work, however, continually demonstrates 

a refusal to adhere to these prescribed limitations. Every time she leaves an ellipsis in the 

narrative, every time she moves through time and space without stopping to orient the viewer, 

every time she works in the realm of the suggestion, she is creating space for the viewer to 

participate in the process of meaning making and she is leaving room for the proliferation of 

meaning: “opening up possibilities.” It is precisely within these interstitial spaces that there is the 

possibility for an elaboration of meaning that exists “outside” of our ideological reality. It is only 

here, within this feminine space that there is any hope to subvert the dominant fiction. 
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