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Abstract:
It is rare to encounter a film by Agnès Varda that does not touch on death explicitly or implicitly. Yet Varda’s frequent 

treatment of the topic is not morbid—instead, death becomes a tenacious living presence in her films. As such, Varda 
exhibits a wistful attitude of acceptance that death is inevitable. She counterbalances this knowledge by ardently 
depicting the lives of the living so that life and death act as counterpoints to each other in a dynamic of chiaroscuro 
from which emerges the grand paradox of existence—as we live, we are already in the process of dying, and the body 
becomes the landscape where this paradox plays itself out. In Being and Time, Heidegger names this particularity of 
existence a “being-toward-death”. This essay demonstrates the ways in which Varda’s cinema captures the dynamic of 
“being-toward-death” in its contemplation of life, death and dying. An analysis of two films, Jacquot de Nantes (1990) 
and L’Opéra-Mouffe (1958) reveals the ways in which Varda represents the balance between life and death using a 
haptic aesthetic that pulls the spectator into closer contact with her films through tactile and embodying images. These 
films are visually haptic appeals to the audience’s pathos and awaken an empathetic response that engages the affect 
as well as the body. Their attention to the body, to the contours and textures contained in the filmic environment and to 
material objects invites the spectator’s touch. And since touch is reciprocal, the films touch back with their poignancy 
and haptic poetics. The paper also reflects on the appropriateness of treating the notion of death through film, a medium 
that is itself a perpetually dying body.

Keywords: Agnès Varda, body, cinema, death, embodiment, haptic, intersubjectivity, materiality, phenomenology, 
spectatorship, subjectivity. 

“Des roses et des begonias”

It is exceptionally rare to encounter a fi lm 
by Agnès Varda that does not touch on death 
either explicitly or implicitly. In La Pointe 
Courte (1954), a child dies and a communi-
ty mourns. Thérèse’s sudden and ambiguous 
death at the end of Le Bonheur (1965) leaves the 
spectator wondering if it resulted from an acci-
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dent or from suicide. Regarding this ambiguity in the fi lm, Varda writes, “Qu’elle soit 
morte par accident ou par suicide ne change rien à la réalité. Dans cett e fi ction la mort 
est le ver caché à l’intérieur d’un très beau fruit aux couleurs de l’été” (Album d’Agnès 
V. 72).1 In a later fi lm, Sans toit ni loi (1985), the mysterious demise of Mona, a homeless 
drifter found dead in a ditch, launches the fi lm, which then att empts to piece together 
her fi nal days retrospectively. In Murs Murs (1980), Varda’s portrayal of murals in Los 
Angeles showcases a number of works that depict skulls and other Day of the Dead 
imagery. In other instances, Varda mourns the dead openly in her fi lms. For example, 
in her 2008 autobiographical documentary Les Plages d’Agnès, she throws roses and 
begonias at the feet of larger than life-sized photographs of the deceased members 
of Jean Vilar’s Théâtre National Populaire (TNP), for which she served as offi  cial 
photographer in the1950s. In this way, she inscribes her own life narrative with stories 
and memories of those she has lost. Jenny Chamarett e justly notes that Varda’s fi lms are 
a “complex layering of mourning practices (of lives now over), and a commemoration or 
reactivation of the memories that are still being lived, via Varda, the living fi lmmaker” 
(“Spectral Bodies” 34), whose works will ultimately outlive her as monuments-in-the-
making to the dead. Even in her portrayal of the living, especially when they are existing 
in survival modes as in Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse (2000), this depiction is underpinned 
with the notion that there is a tenuous balance between life and death. 

To be clear, it is not so much that Varda’s repeated representations of death and 
dying is morbid, but rather that death becomes a sort of tenacious presence in her fi lms, 
a presence that she approaches with a wistful att itude of acceptance. She acknowledges 
that it has taken a number of people dear to her and that someday it will claim her, 
but she mitigates this fact by ardently depicting the lives of her fi lmic subjects so that 
life and death act as interdependent counterpoints to each other. As a result, in the 
fi lms of Varda that paint the specter of death as an umbra that shadows the lives she 
represents, life and death create a thematic chiaroscuro. From this play of light and 
shadow emerges the grand paradox of existence—as we live, we are already in the 
process of dying, and the body becomes the landscape where this paradox plays itself 
out. In Being and Time, Heidegger uses the term “being-toward-death” to name this 
particularity of human existence (371-398). It is a mode in which being is existing toward 
death, so that as we live, we carry our inextricable mortality with us. As such, death 
is not the fi nal event that marks the end of life, but rather a concomitant current that 
underlies our daily existence and our phenomenological experience with the world. 

Heidegger’s existential brand of phenomenology, in contrast to his predecessor 
Husserl’s essentialist transcendental phenomenology, serves the purpose of this 
article particularly well because of its ontological, rather than epistemological, bent. 
Heidegger’s rethinking of the phenomenological principles put forth by Husserl 
focuses not on a transcendental consciousness as the seat of knowledge but rather 
on an embodied conscience that allots a primacy to the lived body and its experience 
with the world. As such, Heidegger’s concepts of “being-in-the world” and “being-
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toward-death” fi tt ingly punctuate this paper’s larger concern with a non-hierarchical, 
intersubjective and embodied fi lmic experience because they posit a mode of being 
in which the divisions between subject and object are erased into a smoother, more 
integrated state of existence within a world that we aff ect and which aff ects us. In this 
state of being, the material world and the beings inhabiting it are involved in a mutual 
subjectivity, or otherwise put, an intersubjectivity. Existential phenomenology, in the 
scope of which I include Heidegger as well as Merleau-Ponty, who directly critiques 
the Cartesian cogito that “depreciate[s] the perception of others” and makes “the I 
accessible only to itself” (xiv) and who emphasizes “a direct and primitive contact with 
the world” (vii), has in recent years infl uenced the formulation of a haptic theory by 
a number of fi lm scholars such as Vivian Sobchack, Laura Marks, Jenny Chamarett e, 
Kate Ince and Jennifer Barker. These authors have convincingly demonstrated that 
approaching fi lm as an embodied experience, through the senses, through the lens of 
haptic perception, blurs the boundaries between seeing and touching, viewing and 
feeling, fi lm and viewer and ultimately challenges traditional notions of subjectivity. It 
is this direction which I pursue here rather than the more cognitive and epistemological 
path taken by scholars such as Allan Casebier who, with a rigor equal to the authors 
listed above, bases his fi lm theory in Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology.2 In the 
space of this paper, it is Heidegger’s notion of “being-toward-death”, as described in 
the preceding paragraph, upon which I build a close, haptic analysis of Varda’s Jacquot 
de Nantes (1990) and L’Opéra-Mouff e (1958). As the sections below demonstrate, the 
aesthetics of these two works lend themselves particularly well to such an exploration.

Jacquot de Nantes—Haptically Documenting a Life and a Dying Body

The phenomenon of “being-toward-death” underscores Varda’s now-famous 
representation of a body on the verge of dying in Jacquot de Nantes, a biographical fi lm 
based on the life her late husband Jacques Demy, who at the time of its production was 
in the fi nal stages of a batt le with AIDS. Along with the biographical sequences that 
Varda uses to recreate Demy’s childhood in Nantes, the fi lm also incorporates scenes 
from Demy’s corpus of fi lms, footage of the adult Jacques Demy in his last days, as 
well as an intermitt ent strand of extreme close-up shots that runs through the body 
of the fi lm (see fi g. 1-4). These textured and haptic shots show in excruciating detail 
the ailing body of Demy, touched by Varda’s camera in a fi nal mournful caress of her 
beloved husband before his demise. Each shot becomes an intimate space of mourning 
and a landscape of loss. Each return to the surface of Demy’s body att empts to solidify 
his living presence even as he is in the process of dying. With these very haptic shots, 
Varda invites the spectator to touch Demy’s body with a tactile eye, to join her in the 
act of cherishing something about to be lost and to build a tactile memory of him. 
These images, which Emma Wilson appropriately calls “tactile fragments of Demy” 
(103), act as moving, living artifacts dedicated to a dying body. Wilson expounds on 
this notion by citing Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey’s work Death, Memory and 
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Material Culture, in which the authors remind us of the practice of creating jewellry 
from braided or entwined hair of departed loved ones. They comment that: “Human 
material that was regarded as “dead” while the person was living, is thus transformed 
into a “living” substance at death in the sense that it is reanimated as a possession 
capable of sustaining the deceased in close proximity to the bereaved” (Hallam and 
Hockey 2001: 136). In Jacquot de Nantes, Varda recalls and reinvents a memorial practice. 
She does not literally make jewelry from Demy’s hair, but captures it on fi lm in images 
which, like the commemorative jewelry, speak both of the mortality of the body and 
its animation in mourning art. (103)

Yet Varda does not mourn alone—rather, she invites the spectator to touch Demy’s 
dying body with a tactile eye, to join her in the act of cherishing something about to 
be lost. And in doing so, the viewer does not merely look at the images, but feels them 
intensely. These images “touch” us touching them and the sense of loss is enormous as 
we are brought into close contact with a body that is very much alive but on the brink 
of disappearing. Thus, by bringing the spectator’s tactile eye directly to the surface of 
the fi lm and onto the skin of its subject, Varda creates a haptic relationship between 
viewer and image in which, according to Laura Marks, “our self rushes up to the 
surface to interact with another surface. When this happens, there is a concomitant loss 
of depth—we become amoeba-like, lacking a center, changing as the surface to which 
we cling changes. We cannot help but be changed in the process of interacting” (Touch 
xvi). In engaging haptically with the images of Demy, we are changed aff ectively and 
slightly bruised from the contact with and recognition of our own mortality. This 

Fig. 1. Jacquot de Nantes © Ciné-Tamaris 1990 Fig. 2. Jacquot de Nantes © Ciné-Tamaris 1990

Fig. 3. Jacquot de Nantes © Ciné-Tamaris 1990 Fig. 4. Jacquot de Nantes © Ciné-Tamaris 1990
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recognition that we are all in the process of dying, of being-toward death in varying 
degrees, builds an empathy that is shared through the fi lmic medium and its potential 
for moving us—moving us not just in the sense of touching us aff ectively, but by 
haptically drawing us to the surface of the image.

L’Opéra-Mouff e—The Matt er of Life and Death on a Parisian City Street.

An avant-garde documentary made in 1958, L’Opéra-Mouff e is comprised of a series 
of thematic vignett es that depict the once-squalid world of the rue Mouff etard in Paris 
from the perspective a pregnant woman, played by the fi lmmaker herself, who at 
the time was expecting her fi rst child Rosalie. This short, haunting piece is a prime 
example of Varda’s aptitude for inscribing our human condition and our mortality 
within the material world. Alison Smith maintains that, L’Opéra-Mouff e “illustrates 
[Varda’s] great skill at exploring the subtleties of her own experience and translating 
it into a visual experience both subjective and objective” (9, italics in original). While 
I agree with the general idea posited by this statement, I maintain that the experience 
that Varda creates is not strictly visual. An analysis of three segments of L’Opéra-
Mouff e illustrates the mannner in which Varda deftly represents the balance between 
life and death through a haptic aesthetics whereby her camera pulls the spectator into 
closer contact with the fi lm and its subjects through the use of tactile and embodying 
images. Such images focus on bodies and forms that incarnate abstract notions and 
are at times reinforced by cinematographic techniques that implicate the spectator’s 
own body. This att ention to the human form builds tactile associations that invite the 
spectator’s touch. And, since touch is reciprocal, the fi lm pushes back with its poignant 
haptic poetics.3 The result is an embodied spectatorship that implicates the body as 
the site of shared emotion, empathy and a commiseration about the mortal condition 
of humanity. In other words, the images that inform the analysis in this paper, are 
not merely seen, they are felt as well. Consequently, this awakening of the sense of 
touch and other somatosensory modalities, all of which encourage the viewer to feel, 
creates a dynamic of intersubjectivity between the spectator, the fi lm and by extension, 
the fi lmmaker. As we will see further on, this dynamic does not erase the individual 
entities of viewer, fi lm and fi lmmaker, but rather blurs the distinctions among them, 
decenters the subject/object dichotomy and allows them to share “occupancy” of the 
cinematic space, to borrow the phrasing used by Vivian Sobchack (10). This sense of 
shared occupancy emerges from the very fi rst shots of the fi lm. 

Varda begins L’Opéra-Mouff e, with a shot of herself from behind sitt ing nude on a 
stark wooden bench. The opening credits roll over this image, in essence inscribing 
the fi lm on the body of the fi lmmaker. As such, Varda becomes consubstantial with 
her fi lm as her body, acting as a screen, refl ects her work. At the end of the credits, the 
image lingers—Varda’s body is engulfed in blackness and what stands out against 
this obsidian background is her pale fl esh (see fi g. 5). There is something uncanny 
about the image in the way her hair is swallowed up by the dark background around 
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it, giving the impression that the body is headless. The spectator is left only with the 
contours of Varda’s back, of her asymmetrical sloping shoulders, of the violin shape 
of her torso and hips, of the knobby vertebrae that line her back from the shoulder 
blades to the butt ocks, and of the thin, wing-like arms that extend out from her body. 
Her butt ocks are pressed fi rmly onto the bench, the fl esh misshapen and forming a 
mysterious dark fold at her sacrum. The headless-ness of the body and its distorted 
contours defamiliarize the image, and the spectator, unable to make sense of it solely 
on a visual level, is thus prompted to rely on other senses, to trace the form with a 
prehensile eye in order to bett er grasp it, in all senses of the word.

Varda’s camera further insists on this precarious dichotomy, on this play of light 
and dark that is taken up by Varda’s body and the void surrounding it, by honing 
in on the fi lmmaker’s pregnant form as it fi lls the frame like a giant moon (see fi g. 
7). On its subtle topography, we can discern a delicate mapping of veins and blood 
vessels beneath the goose bumps on her sk ssj in. Our tactile eye follows its round 
contours, and dips into the shadow created by the navel. From this close proximity, 
the belly loses its context and the spectator is left to grope around the image—the more 
it is abstracted, the more our eye clings to it, att empting to identify it, maybe even to 
identify with it, and fi nd meaning therein. 

With the next shot, the fi lm, sentient in its anticipation of the spectator’s need for 
contextualization, cuts and pulls back from the close-up of the belly to show it again at 
medium range, still in profi le, but this time recumbent against the dark background (see 
fi g. 8). The camera does not pull back enough to provide the full picture, but distances 

Fig. 5. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994 Fig. 6. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994

Fig. 7. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994 Fig. 8. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994
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itself just enough to reestablish that the viewer’s haptic gaze has been engaging with 
a pregnant woman’s body. Each of these shots lingers for about four to seven seconds, 
long enough to allow the eye to thoroughly scan the surface without exhausting the 
image. In other words, the length of the shots and the rapid, clean cuts between the 
images permit suffi  cient time for the spectator to build tactile associations but not to 
interpret or fully rationalize what is being perceived. Consequently, we are left with 
the pervasive sense of a body, living and full of life but verging on nothingness, nude, 
cold and exposed, whose fl esh expands and contracts with each breath it takes. This 
breath connects it to the body of the viewer so that fi lm and spectator breathe together 
in a synchronized and intersubjective movement. 

After this rather intimate introduction, by which we make contact with the fi lm 
through the fi lmmaker’s body and her sentient camerawork, the next sequence takes us 
abruptly into the world of the rue Mouff etard via a close-up that serves as a haptically 
visual link between the enceinte body we have just encountered and another gestating 
body—a corpulent pumpkin whose exposed stem-base at the center of its converging 
ridges reiterates the human belly butt on shown in the previous shots (see fi g. 9). In 
juxtaposing the image of the belly with the shot of the pumpkin, Varda leads the 
viewer to make a close connection between them, to identify one with the other. As 
a result of this identifi cation, a bodily shock arises in the spectator in the subsequent 
shots as suddenly, disembodied hands grasps the pumpkin by its voluptuous curves 
and drive a knife through the thick rind, splitt ing it open to reveal the fl esh and the 
seeds nested inside (see fi g. 10). In a sequence of quick, close-up shots, we see the 
hands tearing out the sinewy inner fi bers and dissecting the pumpkin into a number 
of hollow, disjointed pieces. 

A shopkeeper slicing open a pumpkin and removing its seeds was surely a common 
sight in the markets of the rue Mouff etard in the late 1950s. A more benign act than 
beheading a chicken or skinning a rabbit, chopping a pumpkin does not in itself 
constitute a violent gesture. However, through a skillful and well-timed montage of 
haptic images that edge their way under the skin and into the viewer’s body, Varda 
introduces an element of violence to the vegetable seller’s actions. The streamlined 

Fig. 9. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994 Fig. 10. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994
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association that Varda creates between the two “bodies”, that is, the belly and the 
pumpkin, implicates the viewer’s own body in the sentiment of unease that the 
image generates. Through this association, Varda transfers her anxieties about being 
pregnant onto an object whose similarities in size, shape and gestational function to her 
enceinte belly allow it to be a body-by-proxy through which the dread of evisceration 
is enacted. According to Varda, “L’Opéra-Mouff e est un fi lm de panique. C’est au fond 
un fi lm tendre, ce qu’on a appelé sa cruauté ne relève que de l’aff olement” (Michaud 
and Bellour 12).4 At the root of this panic lies Varda’s desire to build empathy between 
her audience and the images they experience, especially for those who have known 
pregnancy and childbirth. In a 1965 interview with Harold Portnoy on France Culture, 
Varda affi  rms this notion: 

Des femmes enceintes ou d’autres qui avaient eu des enfants disaient: “C’est 
extraordinaire parce que toutes les sensations décrites, suggérées ou racontées dans ce 
fi lm, au fond, on les a eues, on n’y a jamais pensé” ou bien “On n’osait pas les avoir”. On 
n’osait pas se dire: “il y a une certaine forme de panique”. (qtd. in Varda par Agnès 231)5 

Varda’s use of the word “sensation” is telling—the polysemic character of the 
word, which can mean both perception through the senses as well as through affective 
feeling, effectively covers the range of ways in which L’Opéra-Mouffe intersubjectively 
engages its viewers both physically and emotionally. 

The pumpkin, then, as an externalization of the panic associated with pregnancy 
functions as a prosthetic womb—and like the womb, it is paradoxical in its potential for 
bearing life and in its extreme fragility. As with the fecund, pregnant body contrasted 
against the black void of nothingness in the opening four shots, the cutt ing open of the 
pumpkin also comments on the counterpoise between life and death in daily existence, 
from which the paradox of “being-toward-death” emerges— that is, as we live, we are 
every moment that much closer to death, every moment “being-toward-death”. This 
entanglement of life and death is the thread that sews together the images of L’Opéra-
Mouff e so that the fi lm becomes not just a life story, but life’s story, exploring the 
breadth of human existence as marked by vitality, emotion, love, survival, alienation 
and ultimately, death. Varda frames her fi lm as a diary of notes from the perspective 

Fig. 11. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994 Fig. 12. L’Opéra-Mouffe © Agnès Varda et enfants 1994
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of a pregnant woman. This idea of pregnancy, of containing life and death within the 
same fragile body pervades the work so that the fi lm itself becomes pregnant with its 
candid representation of a less-than-perfect and mortal humanity. As such, it becomes 
the locus of an intersubjective experience for the spectator, also a living/dying being. 

To illustrate this notion of an intersubjective experience, I will focus on a specifi c 
vignett e called “quelques-uns”, which appears about halfway through the fi lm. It 
is at this point that the fi lm enters more intensely into the shadows of the thematic 
chiaroscuro of life and death as it begins to contemplate our mortal condition. The 
camera work in this sequence is active and intimate, bringing the viewer into proximity 
with the dejected populace and abject environment of the rue Mouff etard. At fi rst, the 
fi lm presents a series of close-up shots of one or two people at a time. The camera is 
static and lingers on each character, resulting in moving snapshots that the spectator 
can hold and contemplate. Later in the sequence, the camera inserts itself into the fold. 
It commits to one character at a time, following him with a subjective tracking shot 
(see fi g. 11). If the person disappears into the teeming crowd, the camera seeks him out 
(see fi g. 12). In other shots, Varda fi lms fi gures walking towards the stationary camera 
so that in each shot, the person’s body executes the forward traveling and mimics the 
cinematic apparatus. Finally, in another strand of images, a particular character is 
framed within the wider context of the street in a full shot, which creates distance 
between the spectator and the individual fi lmic subject but serves to recontextualize 
the person within his or her larger environment. In a majority of the shots, whether 
static or moving, the person in the image makes direct eye contact with the camera and 
by extension, with the spectator. 

What surfaces from this living album of humanity that Varda compiles is that 
these people share a commonality in their general sense of world-weariness, which 
manifests itself in the wrinkles and folds of their faces and in their physical carriage. 
Many walk with limps and some are laden with objects, implying a degree of toil and 
impeded movement through the world. The characters on the rue Mouff etard are all 
asymmetrical and imperfect, old and haggard, weathered by their contact with the 
world and the abrasiveness of daily existence. These are not people living in the world, 
but rather inhabiting it—incorporating the world and being incorporated and shaped 
by it. It is no accident that Varda does not depict the younger population of the street—
to have done so would have diminished the impact of the powerful thought that all of 
these people were once newborns, anxiously awaited, unshaped by the world, fresh 
to existence like smooth-skinned blank canvases for experience. The librett o in this 
chapter of L’Opéra-Mouff e supports this idea by chiming in “ils étaient des nouveau-
nés quelqu’un quelqu’autre quelques-uns”.6

Furthermore, what the systematic variety of shots described above achieves is a 
close contact with the people of the rue Mouff etard that is built on multiple points of 
entry and multiple, shifting subjectivities that smudge the distinctions between the 
fi lm, the fi lmed, and the spectator. As such, it is a fi lm that enfolds these people and the 
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material world around them into a fabric of human experience, the surface of which is 
multifaceted and textured by bodies and forms, by the panoply of food items, by the 
shiny cobblestones, by the slick skin of the umbrellas and by the thin membrane of fi lm 
onto which all of these are etched. The spectator, as a human being, is implicated in this 
fabric and ceases to be what Sobchack calls a “viewer viewing” and instead engages in 
a “mutual possession” of the fi lmic experience. According to Sobchack, this “mutual 
possession” is based in

perception and its expression by fi lmmaker, fi lm, and spectator—all viewers viewing, 
engaged as participants in dynamically and directionally reversible acts that 
refl exively and refl ectively constitute the perception of expression and the expression 
of perception. Indeed, it is this mutual capacity for and possession of experience 
through common structures of embodied existence, thorough similar modes of 
being-in-the-world, that provide the intersubjective basis of objective cinematic 
communication. (5, italics in original)

Sobchack further emphasizes that this decentering of the subject/object dichotomy 
“does not conflate the film and the viewer” but rather that they share a “double 
occupancy” of the cinematic space of which the viewer is constantly aware and must 
endlessly negotiate in order to extract its “experiential significance” (10). 

Consequently, L’Opéra-Mouff e, which invites an embodied and intersubjective 
spectatorship, expands our phenomenological understanding of our own relationship 
to the world around us because we engage with the fi lm through a haptic visuality, a 
term coined by Laura Marks. In her book Touch, Marks maintains that optical visuality, 
which has traditionally been dominant in the ocularcentric cultures of the West, seeks 
a mastery of what is being seen and exerts a dominance that “parallels the dominance 
of idealism” (xvii). As such, it perpetuates the subject/object dichotomy and imposes 
a hierarchy on our interaction with the world. On the other hand, haptic visuality, 
which relies on touch and other somato-sensory modalities, seeks not to dominate 
an object, but rather to make contact with it. In her earlier work, The Skin of the Film, 
Marks maintains that optical visuality “assumes that all the resources the viewer 
requires are available in the image” and therefore “privileges its representational 
power”. In contrast, haptic visuality, by recognizing the material presence of the image 
(163), “inspires an acute awareness that the thing seen evades vision and must be 
approached through the other senses” (191), thereby ceding mastery and dominance 
of what confronts it. Marks also points out that since “haptic visuality is not the same 
as actually touching”, it “acknowledges both the physicality and the unknowability of 
the other” and becomes an ethical look (Touch xviii). Thus, haptic visuality promotes 
an intersubjectivity in which the perception of the other becomes less idealized or 
essentialized. The haptic experience then, leads not to an isolating, unifi ed subjectivity 
that is only accessible to the I/eye and in opposition to an Other, but rather to a 
“dispersed” subjectivity” (97) that connects us to other selves, all of whom manifest “a 
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miraculous prolongation” of our own self (Merleau-Ponty 412). I would add that in 
the case of L’Opéra-Mouff e and Jacquot de Nantes, as works that incite a haptic visuality 
while exploring ontological issues, this dispersed subjectivity connects us to other 
selves all “being-toward-death”. 

Time, Memory, Death and a Dying Medium

I conclude this discussion by refl ecting on the appropriateness of treating the 
phenomenon of “being-toward-death” through the medium of fi lm, which itself enacts 
the play between life and death that appears in the works above. In other words, 
cinema, whether we mean the industry, the history or the technology, is a living/dying 
body, and one that carries its own paradox—as it dies, it regenerates itself in perpetual 
cycles of “being-toward-death”. Old forms and formats perish, giving ground for 
new ones to fl ourish from their dying bodies so that today’s cinema carries with it a 
particular genetic code that can be traced back through its entire history. In this way, 
cinema, in its totality, behaves much like a potato, the tuber so dear to Varda and 
her philosophy of reuse and renewal, the ubiquitous and sturdy rhizome that after a 
certain step in its process of decay begins to regenerate itself and grow out of its own 
expiring body. In the fi nal struggles of a withering potato, life and death are ensnared 
within the same mass through an elastic tension that also binds the world at large. The 
cinema, then, as a dying body with a past and a memory that renews and re-members 
itself, is a medium that fundamentally enacts the inextricable concepts of existence and 
mortality, both cinematic and human. As Laura Mulvey maintains, 

the presence of the past in the cinema is also the presence of the body resurrected 
and these images can trigger, if only by association, questions that still seem 
imponderable: the nature of time, the fragility of human life and the boundary 
between life and death. (58) 

For Varda, the medium of film and its moving and sonorous expression is an 
effective vehicle for communicating emotion, specifically, pain. She writes in her 
autobiography that, “le cinéma, c’est le mouvement des sensations”, whereas “pour 
les blessures de l’âme, la photographie ne suffisait pas”.7 Although Varda frequently 
uses photographs and filmed images that emulate photographs, she asserts that still 
photography is not sufficient for capturing the wounds of the soul, suggesting that the 
scope of human emotion and sensation extends beyond the parameters of the fixed 
and silent photographic image. Perhaps photography alone is not sufficient for the 
fullest expression of emotion and sensation because, since affect acts on and through 
the body, in order for this to be perceived by the spectator, it must be set in motion. 
Without movement, as in photography, emotion becomes calcified in one moment of 
time and appeals only to the imagination and, in a limited way to the memory, without 
engaging the senses. Conversely, when movement comes into the picture, as in film, 
it can animate the entire body and bring about an embodied spectatorship whose 
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contours are defined by emotion, empathy and physical sensation—a spectatorship 
that challenges us to rethink traditional notions of subjectivity. In Phenomenology and 
the Future of Film, Chamarette keenly explores this last point. She posits that films, in 
addition to being objects for interpretation, are also “moments of experience” and 
that this experience “shifts the opposition of thinking about a viewing subject and a 
viewed object” (3). She characterizes these moments of encounter with film as a double 
contact and draws on Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the “flesh” put forth in The Visible 
and the Invisible to illustrate this dynamic.9 She writes that, “[‘flesh’] is not a quality 
but an element that reflects subjectivity upon itself and enfolds it with the world it 
perceives. ‘Flesh’ is the incarnation of Being with sensibility; that is, our ability to sense 
the world that also permits us to recognize ourselves as sensing bodies (Phenomenology 
56). As the above analyses of L’Opéra-Mouffe and Jacquot de Nantes show, Varda fittingly 
and skillfully uses the medium of cinema as a ‘flesh’ with which to reach out to the 
spectator, to imbue the filmic environment, as well as the intersubjective space between 
the viewer and the film, with a perceptual exchange among living/dying bodies, both 
cinematic and human.

* * *

Special thanks to Agnès Varda and the members of her production company Ciné-
Tamaris for their generosity in granting me the rights for the use and reproduction of 
the film images contained in this article. 

Notes:
1. “Whether she died by accident or by suicide doesn’t change anything. In this tale, death is 

the worm hidden at the center of a beautiful fruit bearing the colors of summer” (translation 
mine). 

2. See: Casebier, Allan. Film and Phenomenology: Toward a Realist Theory of Cinematic Representation. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991. 

3. I posit that Varda’s formation in the arts and photography, rather than in cinema studies, 
has greatly contributed to the development of her haptic aesthetic and set her apart from her 
New Wave counterparts. 

4. “L’Opéra-Mouff e is a fi lm of panic. At heart, it’s a tender fi lm, what has been called its cruelty 
is only a result of this panic.” (translation mine).

5. “Pregnant women or others who have had children would say, ‘It’s extraordinary because 
all the sensations described, suggested or recounted in this fi lm, deep down, we’ve had 
them, we never thought about them’ or ‘we didn’t dare have them’. We never dared to say 
to ourselves that ‘there is a certain form of panic’” (translation mine). 

6. “They were newborns, someone, someone else, some people” (translation mine). 
7. “For the wounds of the soul, photography does not suffi  ce” and “Cinema is the movement 

of sensation” (translation mine).
8. To understand this idea bett er, imagine the diff erence between looking at a still photograph 

of an arm that has been pierced by a needle and seeing a 30 second fi lm that shows the needle 
approaching the skin, piercing it and the reaction of the fl esh to the metal. The moving image 
will most likely touch the spectator on a more visceral level. 
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9. See: Merleau-Ponty, Maurice and Claude Lefort. Le visible et l’invisible. Paris: Gallimard, 
1964 or Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, and Claude Lefort. The Visible and the Invisible: Followed by 
Working Notes. Trans. Alphonso Lingis. Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1968. 
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