
HED: Bodies of Time 
DEK: Female subjectivity as a confining space in the films of Chantal Akerman 

“The pace is necessary not just to tell the story, but also to make you feel it, in your bones, in 
your flesh, in your heart.” —Chantal Akerman 

To possess the consciousness of a woman and experience life in her body is no blessing for 
Chantal Akerman’s characters, who are not liberated women, but women imprisoned in time and 
space. The passage of time is a source of anxiety for those getting older; the gaze of others, a 
source of pain. The focus of her work is on the quotidian (or “everyday”), wherein she reveals 
unseen beauty as well as quiet sources of discomfort. While Akerman is often credited with 
elevating the private lives of women, rarely do critics describe her work as an infringement on 
privacy. The lens she directs at her female subjects is not always meant to flatter, and frequently 
tiptoes between revealing what’s deeply personal and what’s confidential. At the same time, a 
number of her films invite viewers to enjoy themselves and manage to present painful truths 
about the lives of women in a way that’s not merely bearable, but breathtaking. Akerman’s most 
significant contribution to the cinema, perhaps, is her conception of a style of filmmaking that’s 
entirely her own, as opposed to one that conforms to the patriarchal rules that govern most 
narrative fiction film. 

Muses and Martyrs 

The female gaze remains an elusive concept in film studies, perhaps because the male gaze still 
dominates most existing cinema. What’s clear is that Akerman’s movies provide an alternative to 
“mainstream film … [which has] coded the erotic into the language of the patriarchal order.”  1

This is how Laura Mulvey terms the male gaze in her famous essay Visual Pleasure in Narrative 
Cinema, which posits “a total negation of the ease and plenitude of narrative fiction film” to 
eventually create “a new language of desire.” Yet Akerman’s work seems less concerned with 
constructing “a new language of desire” than with simply escaping the patriarchal framework 
that characterizes most erotic cinema.  

Sex scenes in Akerman’s work are never quite pleasurable, particularly not for a male audience 
versed in Hollywood movies or popular pornography. “The satisfaction and reinforcement of the 
ego that represent the high point of film history hitherto must be attacked,” Mulvey writes. To 
understand how Akerman does this we can focus closely on her first feature film, Je tu il elle, 
which is split into three distinct parts lasting close to thirty minutes. Part one is made up of static 
shots of Akerman’s character, Julie, in a room by herself. She strips down so her naked figure is 
visible to her audience. What’s surprising is not the prevalence of nudity, but how nonerotic it is. 
In the first section, which lasts twenty-eight minutes, never do we see a full frontal angle of 
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Akerman. Most nude shots are of her back, and when she does turn forward, she’s covered with 
the fabric of her shirt [Figure 1].  2

 

Around the time Je tu il elle was released in 1974, the term “body art” sprang up to describe 
works of art in which the physical presence of a human body (naked or not) was an integral 
component. In her book Body Art: Performing the Subject, Amelia Jones writes, “[the term] 
emphasizes the implication of the body (or what I call the ‘body/self’ with all its apparent racial, 
sexual, gender, class, and other apparent or unconscious identifications) in the work.”  Given the 3

prevalence of nudity in the first thirty minutes of Je tu il elle, we might be tempted to attach 
symbolic significance to the absence of frontal nudity. Does Akerman want to negate what’s 
expected from her as a woman, naked, onscreen? Maybe, but based on the character’s body 
language, it seems likely that Akerman herself is somewhat insecure as an actress and doesn’t 
feel prepared to bare it all for her own private reasons. (She once admitted, “It’s very hard for me 
to talk about [Je tu il elle]… I can’t stand seeing myself doing those things in the film.” ) In 4

Body Art, Jones writes, “The negative attitude toward body art on the part of many feminists … 
seems to have stemmed from a well-founded concern about the ease with which women’s bodies 
have, in both commercial and ‘artistic’ domains, been constructed as objects of the gaze.”  In the 5

first sequence, if Akerman’s body is the object of any gaze, it seems to belong less to a remote 
audience (male or female) than to herself—and the vision she has of herself is not entirely 
favorable.  

American film critic Jonathan Rosenbaum, likewise, has noticed a certain awkwardness in how 
Akerman presents the body. “If I had to try to summarise the cinema of Chantal Akerman, 
thematically and formally, in a single phrase,” he writes, “‘the discomfort of bodies in rooms’ 
would probably be my first choice. And ‘the discomfort of bodies inside shots’ might be the 
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second.”  The experience of watching the first part of Je tu il elle might cause one to feel uneasy, 6

provided that Akerman’s behavior throughout the scene (which includes binging on a bag of 
sugar, lying supine in silence, undressing and redressing several times) feels harrowingly private. 

To figure out Akerman’s intention in appearing nude in the film, we can refer back to Mulvey’s 
aricle on visual pleasure. “The cinema offers a number of possible pleasures,” she writes. “One is 
scopophilia. There are circumstances in which losing itself is a source of pleasure just as, in the 
reverse formation, there is pleasure in being looked at.”  In Je tu il elle, shots of nudity neither 7

invite us to take pleasure, nor do they rebuff us as viewers. The voiceover we hear throughout the 
sequence is read by Akerman herself and has a calm and casual quality, as though she’s reading 
from her diary and telling a story to her viewers at the same time. If she’s aware that an audience 
is watching her, Akerman’s character does not seem to mind; several shots in the scene show her 
staring back at the camera, as though engaging directly with her audience [Figure 2].  By filming 8

this scene and releasing it, Akerman gives implied consent to to being looked at. 

While Akerman’s character might be self-conscious yet indifferent to the gaze for the first 
section of the film, the situation changes by the third and final section. Akerman’s character Julie 
arrives at the house of her former lover, who is female. Of the sex scene that transpires between 
them, film scholar Brenda Longfellow writes, “While ‘graphic’—the images feature their nude 
bodies and a gesture of cunnilingus—the scene resolutely resists voyeurism both by the distance 
of the camera which frames their bodies in a long shot and by the gentle awkwardness of their 
body movements. Their love-making is a representation not of imaginary fusion, but of playful 
and ironic defiance.”  This sex scene does not seem to have been filmed for the sake of pleasing 9

its spectators. Yet it’s fairly clear that the two performers are, at least, enjoying themselves. Are 
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they really “performing”? Or are they being watched (passively, by a remote audience) while 
they have fun in private?  

Longfellow notes how “Je tu il elle is divided into three sections, each corresponding to specific 
shifters: the ‘je,’ ‘il,’ and ‘elle.’ The ‘tu’ remains unassigned, addressed, perhaps to the space of 
spectator.”  If the “tu” in the title indeed denotes the spectator, certain questions remain 10

regarding Akerman’s intention in involving any audience in this private moment of love-making. 
In an article for Jump Cut about female athletes on film, Linda Williams asks, “What would a 
nonpatriarchal representation of the female body be?”  In the same article, she lists Chantal 11

Akerman as one of the female filmmakers who has made an effort “to restore the integrity of the 
whole body in real time and space.” One interpretation of the sex scene in Je tu il elle is that it 
manages to peel away the patriarchal filmic fabric that falls over almost every love-making scene 
in mainstream and erotic cinema that preceded the film’s release in 1974, thus paving the way for 
more nonpatriarchal sex scenes in future cinema. 

In 1975, Akerman released her seminal masterpiece, Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce, 
1080 Bruxelles. The film includes a brief scene of heterosexual sex between the film’s 
protagonist—a housewife, single mother, and occasional prostitute—and a male client of hers. 
Unlike the sex scene in Je tu il elle, it appears that the sex onscreen is not being enjoyed by the 
female participant. For several seconds she struggles, then seems to succumb to her own arousal 
despite an active effort to resist it. In a recorded interview with Akerman on the Criterion 
Collection’s DVD edition of the film, she admits, “the prostitution’s sort of a metaphor 
anyway.”  The configuration of the shot is such that the male figure could be seen as a stand-in 12

for a larger male audience [Figure 3].  As an isolated study, this scene might even be understood 13

as a broad metaphor for filmic representations of sex with women. 
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 Figure 3: The sex scene at the end of Jeanne Dielman.13



The frame is cut above the main’s torso. His lower half seems to extend offscreen to where an 
audience would sit in a theater. The man remains faceless throughout most of the scene. His 
identity is not important; what matters more is the sexual interaction with Jeanne Dielman. For 
viewers who may have come to identify or sympathize with the character Jeanne by this point in 
the film, the experience of watching it is probably less erotic than upsetting. The murder of the 
man by stabbing, which takes place right after the sex, might be seen as an act of revenge for 
Jeanne, as well as any woman who has been the passive object of spectators enjoying themselves 
at her expense. 

Sound of Silence 

Critical accounts of Akerman’s work often focus on her singular approach to time, rhythm, and 
duration. In an interview with The Village Voice, longtime collaborator and cinematographer 
Babette Mangolte describes how she and Chantal approached duration differently from 
commercial films: “Chantal did not want to excerpt things or do ellipses on the gesture. This was 
fundamental to the aesthetic of feminism. You don’t do what men do.”  Akerman is known for 14

dedicating most of the running time of her films to undramatic actions that are typically rendered 
insignificant in commercial cinema (in Jeanne Dielman: a woman cooking, cleaning, running 
errands). Says Babette Mangolte, “It’s not an action picture. It’s a picture about giving nobility to 
something that has never been represented.”  The same premise—giving nobility to what’s 15

typically banal—underlies all of Akerman’s work. Yet as much as her work elevates the 
everyday, it draws out subtle horrors that might otherwise go unnoticed.  

In her films, Akerman allows viewers to experience time, space, and sound as if they’re her 
female characters, as opposed to watching from a totally removed perspective. Her technique 
involves telling a story in real time. In an interview for Marianne Lambert’s documentary on 
Akerman, I Don’t Belong Anywhere, director Gus Van Sant points out that Chantal herself used 
to speak not of “real time,” but of “my time.”  A follow-up observation: Akerman’s work places 16

her audience in a point of view that’s naturally female. By committing to a film by Chantal 
Akerman from start to finish, a male viewer might find himself re-oriented to seeing life from a 
woman’s perspective. And this perspective is not always pleasant.  

In her book Nothing Happens: Chantal Akerman’s Hyperrealist Everyday, Ivone Marguiles 
describes how in Akerman’s movies, “a woman’s gestures are simultaneously recognized and 
made strange. Our attention turns to a different pace, a different rhythm, and it remains for us to 
determine where this distinction lies.”  So, Akerman is concerned not only with drawing out 17
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beauty in the everyday, but also of a certain “strangeness” in female experience (not limited to 
images, but also to sounds, tempo) that would never be found in commercial cinema. Says 
Marguiles, “The inscription of subject matter in traditional film tends to involve a corrective 
thrust… if conventional cinema contains too few positive images of women and ethnic or other 
social minority groups, it becomes the realist filmmaker’s task to represent these groups.”  As 18

far as representing women onscreen, Akerman does not limit herself to “positive images.” 
Among her stylistic idiosyncracies is the act of maintaining a slow, easy pace throughout her 
films. She avoids ellipses or frequent cuts. Time is presented in a way that feels unnatural, even 
uncomfortable, for a standard movie audience. In addition her approach to sound is significantly 
different from most commercial (and patriarchal) incarnations of cinema. In Akerman’s films, 
sound might even be seen as a metaphor for time. Ivone Marguiles describes how, “the inclusion 
of … ‘images between images’ begets a spatio-temporal, as well as a moral expansion of 
cinema.”  Part of what makes Akerman’s work uniquely feminine is her distinct representation 19

spatio-temporal relations, which departs from dominant trends in commercial filmmaking.  

In an article on Jeanne Dielman for n+1 magazine, critic Emily Wang remarks on how difficult it 
can be to write about Akerman’s work without lapsing into existing theoretical interpretations. 
“The trouble with writing about Jeanne Dielman,” she says, “is that it is so easy to impute a 
certain politics to it through a structuralist feminist lens,” even though “Akerman herself has 
rejected this interpretation.”  Akerman’s work does not lend itself to the same kind of close 20

analysis that a structuralist feminist interpretation would require. Rather, Jeanne Dielman is best 
understood by allowing oneself to feel it with one’s emotions, not thoughts. As Emily Wang puts 
it, “[a feminist interpretation] doesn’t speak, for one, to the irreducible tension that’s evident in 
Akerman’s long, static takes: the painterly lighting, palette, and assemblage of objects contained 
within Akerman’s low, mathematical, and frankly suffocating framing. There’s genuine love and 
care in these compositions, for Akerman and for Jeanne, but they feel ready to burst.”  What’s 21

interesting about Wang’s analysis is that she speaks to tension embedded in both time and space 
in the film. The “long, static takes” are as significant as the “lighting” and “assemblage of 
objects.” Here we begin to see the ways in which time and space conflate in Jeanne Dielman. 
Akerman’s presentation of time as a sort of canvas of its own—similar to the framing of shots—
is a part of what makes her style distinct. Her manipulation of spatio-temporal relations allows 
viewers to enter the subjective headspace of the film’s protagonist, Jeanne. 

The film was released at a time when very few men paused to think about how life might feel for 
a single housewife. So, we might say that Jeanne Dielman is a masterpiece because it’s a 
complete departure from the traditional narrative fiction film, which privileges stories about men, 
and has elements of patriarchy sewn into its cinematic fabric. The fabric that makes up 
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Akerman’s films, by contrast, grants us access to female subjectivity; that is, the spatio-temporal 
reality of the film belongs to a woman. To understand this from a technical standpoint, we might 
consider how the fabric of celluloid film is literally made up of individual frames in succession. 
In his book Time and Free Will, French philosopher Henri Bergson posits that “pure duration” 
exists in the gaps between homogenous units in succession. Bergson writes, “The more you insist 
on the difference between the impressions made on our retina by two points of a homogenous 
surface, the more do you thereby make room for the activity of the mind, which perceives under 
the form of extensive homogeneity what is given it as qualitative heterogeneity.”  Homogeneity 22

in this case refers to discrete units that are indistinguishable from one another (e.g. seconds) 
while heterogeneity might refer to what exists in the gaps between units. What might exist? For 
Bergson, duration is related to “the deep-seated conscious states” that in and of themselves “have 
no relation to quantity, they are pure quality … the duration they thus create is a duration whose 
moments do not create a numerical multiplicity.”  When applied to cinema, Bergson’s 23

statements on time suggest that the space between film frames is where “pure duration” exists. 
To achieve “pure duration” would mean to create a space in which the viewer is freed from the 
passage of time in homogenous units, and thus able to access a certain conscious state that has 
been constructed by the filmmaker. Now, while it’s technically impossible to make a film that 
doesn’t consist of frames in succession (the same way it’s impossible to keep track of time 
without seconds), it might be possible to make a film with a tempo that differs from how we 
normally perceive time.  

As far as tempo, Akerman is just as careful about creating rhythmic soundscapes as she is in her 
approach to image. While making Jeanne Dielman, she was reportedly picky with the kind of 
shoes actress Delphine Seyrig wore so that she could achieve the right sound of footsteps on the 
floor.  Among the most disturbing moments in Jeanne Dielman, is when Jeanne is asked to 24

watch over a neighbor’s infant for a short time. The woman leaves the infant with Jeanne before 
going off on her own to run errands. Shortly after she’s left, the baby starts to bawl. A review of 
the film in a 1983 issue of New York Magazine by David Denby interprets this moment as 
evidence of Jeanne’s instability: “the child bawls miserably every time Jeanne comes near or lifts 
it out of its crib. Her unquiet spirit is felt by the infant as a threat.”  This scene takes place near 25

the end of the film, on the same day Jeanne murders a male client. Other examples in which the 
soundtrack suddenly breaks tempo include the shrill sound of Jeanne’s alarm clock at the start of 
day two and the stabbing sound at the film’s climactic finale. The jarring effect of these moments 
draws attention to a metered, clocklike, binary tempo that runs throughout the film: the sound of 
Jeanne’s footsteps, potatoes being peeled, plates being stacked. Even extended silences feel 
woven into a tight lattice of time and space that makes up most of the film. It’s in moments that 
break away from this pattern—ruptures in the quiet, controlled, strictly paced inner world of 
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Jeanne—where “pure duration” might exist. The homogeneous pace of Jeanne’s normal routine 
merely functions as a veil over a deeply unsettled consciousness within her. 

The most peaceful scene in Jeanne Dielman, without much of a question, is the last seven 
minutes. Jeanne has finally snapped and killed her client and sits alone at her dining room table 
with blood on her hands, deep relief on her face [Figure 4].  For this moment—which Jeanne 26

must realize is fleeting, given the inevitability of punishment after killing a man—Jeanne exists 
for herself. At the close of the film, it feels as though some form of justice has been carried out, 
though in reality, Jeanne is powerless. Of the closing scene, Akerman said, “[It] was the logical 
thing to have happen there. To me, she had only two solutions: either to kill herself or kill 
someone else. … Certain people hate this murder and say, ‘you have to be more pure. If you 
show a woman doing the dishes you shouldn’t show a murder.’ The strength of the thing is to 
show them both in the same film. And it didn’t end with the murder. There were seven really 
very strong minutes after that.”  Jeanne’s obvious relief during the final seven minutes might 27

reflect how she’s momentarily released herself from her mechanized routine as housewife, a role 
which has been imposed on her by a system that values the male freedom over her own. 

If we conceive of time itself as an enslaving force—even an extension of a patriarchal system—
the closing scene of the film takes on a new meaning. This idea might best be understood in 
relation to G.W. Hegel’s discussion of the master-slave dialectic in his book, Phenomology of 
Spirit, in which he famously states that “self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by 
the fact that, it so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged.”  We might 28

say that the underlying anxiety felt by Jeanne throughout the film stems from self-consciousness; 
otherwise she wouldn’t go through such pains to stick with her routine. Yet why should she feel 
self-conscious? After all, she is alone.  

 Figure 4: The last seven minutes of Jeanne Dielman.26
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If Jeanne is cooking, cleaning, and prostituting “for” anyone, it’s her son Sylvain, who remains 
passive around his mother for most of the film. Sylvain’s most important line is delivered on the 
same day that Jeanne has fallen slightly behind in her routine, and finds herself rushing to 
prepare dinner. “Your hair is a mess,” he says after returning home. This line serves as a signpost 
to an omnipresent gaze that manages to seep into Jeanne’s private world and control her, even 
from inside her apartment. The one day Jeanne’s son comments on her appearance—which (we 
have seen) takes painstaking care to maintain—is the same day she falls out of sync with her 
normal routine of waking up, running errands, preparing food, and so on. Like a soldier who’s 
reprimanded for failing to goose-step at a perfect pace, Jeanne is called out by her son for 
slipping out of her designated schedule. The system of time which governs Jeanne’s existence is 
thereby shown to be patriarchal insofar that it’s designed to satisfy her son (by feeding him, 
looking nice), and meanwhile neglects to satisfy her own needs. 

In Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel writes, “the lord is the consciousness that exists for itself, but 
no longer merely for the Notion of such a consciousness. Rather, it is a consciousness existing 
for itself which is mediated with itself through another consciousness, i.e. through a 
consciousness whose nature it is to be bound up with an existence that is independent, or 
thinghood in general.”  If Jeanne’s act of murder was indeed meant as attempt to free herself 29

from a system of time and space that enslaves her, then we might say that she now exists not for 
another, but for herself (or for thinghood in general—not for her son or any male clients). Yet the 
murder, we realize, has gravity beyond the immediate situation, and Jeanne never achieves 
absolute freedom. By killing that which has enslaved her, she affords herself “a freedom which is 
still enmeshed in servitude.”  As much as Jeanne is enslaved to a patriarchal system, she 30

depends on it for her identity and financial subsistence. At least we are offered a fleeting glimpse 
of how freedom might feel for Jeanne in the last seven minutes of the film, after enduring her 
routine for three and a half hours. (Imagine enduring it for a lifetime.) By the end of Jeanne 
Dielman, Chantal Akerman has successfully formulated an experience of spacetime that is 
uniquely feminine in that it escapes a patriarchal system. And yet, we realize at the end of the 
film that a departure from this system is not sustainable. Jeanne does not come out triumphant, 
and the film does not end happily. Jeanne Dielman is a tragedy. 

Pushed Boundaries 

Chantal Akerman was the granddaughter of an artist who painted large-scale canvases of female 
figures.  It’s a tradition she carries into her own work, though she seems less concerned with 31

representing women as muses, than with re-appropriating the realms of the culturally inscribed 
feminine. Scenes of women alone at home are a motif throughout Akerman’s films, starting with 
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her first-ever film, Saute ma ville (1968), a one-woman short featuring an eighteen-year-old 
Akerman in a kitchen as she messes, cleans, eats, and hums her way to suicide by an explosion 
of the oven. Akerman’s portrayals of women in various domestic spaces—bedrooms, kitchen, 
bathrooms, parlors—take culturally and ideologically inscribed images and subvert them, so 
they’re more truthful (and sometimes more unpleasant) than traditional belief systems about 
women’s role in the home. According to art critic Elke Segers, “[Saute ma ville] clearly 
announces themes and strategies—lonely characters in closed spaces, eschewing music, gloomy 
worldview, real filming time, etc.—that she continued to develop throughout her entire 
repertoire.”  The film does in 12 minutes what Jeanne Dielman does in 220 minutes, though 32

while Dielman ends in resignation, this film (says Akerman) ends in “anger and death.”  33

Akerman’s beliefs regarding the effects of domesticity on women, which resurface in different 
ways throughout her work, are revealed in this film for the first time. She suggests that, for 
women trapped in domestic spaces for too long, a break of some sort is inevitable. Whether this 
means breaking free or breaking down (e.g. by killing themselves or someone else) depends on 
the character, her circumstances, and the style of each specific film. 

In Saute ma ville, Akerman never defines the setting, the main character, or her circumstances 
leading up to scenes in the kitchen. As viewers, we may feel that we’ve been dropped into a 
world with no narrative parameters—rather than be swept into the story, we pay attention to 
what’s peculiar about the film, such as the mismatched sound and image or Akerman’s behavior, 
which is hardly what one would expect of a woman in a kitchen: she tosses a live cat out the 
window of her high-rise building, puts on a raincoat before mopping the floor of the kitchen, and 
applies shoe polish to the skin of her leg with a brush [Figure 5].  34
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 Figure 5: Akerman scrubs her leg with a shoe brush in Saute ma ville. 34



Akerman’s refusal to contextualize what’s taking place onscreen is a regular facet of all her 
films. In this regular refusal, Akerman disengages ideological codes that are normally embedded 
in images, especially those of women. The majority of her films take place in domestic spaces: 
homes, flats, hotel rooms. It’s also common in to see women interact with food in her films, not 
always in kitchens but in bedrooms (as in Je tu il elle). But what takes place in these spaces is 
hardly what we are conditioned expect. 

In The Interpretation of Dreams, Sigmund Freud writes, “The ugliest as well as the most intimate 
details of sexual life may be thought and dreamt of in seemingly innocent allusions to activities 
in the kitchen; and the symptoms of hysteria could never be interpreted if we forgot that sexual 
symbolism can find its best hiding-place behind what is commonplace and inconspicuous.”  35

With that in mind, Saute ma ville might be interpreted as a film about the sexual frustration of its 
young protagonist, whose apparent hysteria implodes in her suicide. Akerman’s choice to set the 
film in a kitchen might have been motivated by the symbolic implications of the space, relating 
to sexuality. Yet Akerman herself has denied that she puts objects and actions in her films for the 
sake of symbolism—at least not intentionally. In a 1977 interview for Camera Obscura, she 
stated, “People are always looking for symbols, because we were educated that way. And you 
can always find symbols everywhere. That’s why someone can say, oh it’s because she hates men 
that she kills one at the end [of Jeanne Dielman], or that it’s a revolutionary act, or it can be 
some other symbol, I don’t know what.”  If we reject the idea that each frame in Akerman’s 36

films is packed with hidden symbols, how else might we interpret her use of onscreen space?  
  
Shortly after she moved to New York in the 1970s and was exposed to the city’s avant-garde film 
and art scene, Akerman created La chambre (1972), a short art film that takes place in her own 
apartment. Among her influences was experimental filmmaker Michael Snow, whose canonical 
film Wavelength (1972) features a static camera slowly zooming into a photo of the sea on a loft 
wall over the span of 45 minutes. On viewing Snow’s films, Akerman describes how "I learned 
from [Snow's films] that a camera movement... could trigger an emotional response as strong as 
from any narrative.”  In La chambre, which lasts about ten minutes, a camera pans in a 360-37

degree motion around her small apartment, revealing furniture and items of clutter in the room as 
well as Akerman in bed, resting, looking toward the camera, at one point eating a piece of fruit 
[Figure 6].  This is one of two films Akerman made in the same year which contain no 38

soundtrack; for viewers, they take place in silence. The other is Hotel Monterey (1972), an hour-
long exploration of a run-down New York hotel that employs languid tracking shots down 
hallways, static shots in a moving elevator, and circular pans in empty rooms. At moments when 
guests of the hotel pass through shots, they take up as much attention as any aspect of the hotel’s 
architecture or item of furniture in its rooms. Whereas the dominant trend in commercial cinema 
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 Figure 6: Akerman and her apartment in La chambre (1972). 38



at the time was for each shot to advance the narrative—meaning that each shot had a somewhat 
myopic scope, to direct viewers to “meaningful” information—the emphasis in La chambre and 
Hotel Monterey is on space, not plot or character. In a New York Times article on Akerman’s 
films, American film critic Kent Jones says, “In a lot of other people’s movies, you have a 
hierarchy: There are things on the screen that the director is paying attention to, but sort of not. 
In her movies, everything matters.”  The sense that “everything matters” in each frame results 39

visually from equal emphasis on objects, people, colors and shadows. For Akerman, all subtleties 
of everyday life are aesthetically worthwhile. 

Scholarlship on Chantal Akerman often frequently describes her films as an extension of 
structuralism, an an experimental film movement which came to fruition in New York in the late 
1960s, of which Michael Snow has been called “the dean.”  As defined by critic P. Adams 40

Sitney, structural films “[foreground] the medium’s formal elements and celluloid’s materiality 
by privileging overall structure in lieu of narrative.”  One of the formal elements that stands out 41

in Akerman’s films is her use of movement, or lack thereof—and what differentiates her work 
from other structural filmmakers, most of whom were male, is the pace of this movement. In a 
Camera Obscura interview, Akerman noted, “[in Michael Snow’s films] is an opposite rhythm – 
he has a very violent rhythm. In Back and Forth (1969) it’s very violent.” We might interpret the 
murder at the end of Jeanne Dielman as a violent rupture in the firm metrics of form that make 
up the film until that moment (in its static shots, strict tempo, tight framing), though of course, 
the killing itself has gravity beyond what we see onscreen. Of structuralism, Davies writes, “the 
frame is contingent, and while it may cordon off our area of attention, the rhythms of life 
continue outside its borders.”  In Akerman’s films, we often have a sense that the outside world 42

is encroaching on the indoor spaces inhabited by her characters. On Hotel Monterey and her own 
debt to structural filmmaking, she once stated, “When you look at a picture, if you look just one 
second you get the information, ‘that’s a corridor.’ But after a while you forget it’s a corridor, you 
just see that it’s yellow, red, lines: and then it comes back as a corridor.”  Akerman does to the 43

private settings of her characters what Michael Snow does to outdoor environments: reveals 
aesthetic value that—if presented in a traditional narrative—might otherwise go unnoticed. 

The conflation of public and private spaces, as well as psychological and physical spaces, is seen 
frequently in Akerman’s oeuvre, beginning with Je tu il elle. We’ve already discussed the ways 
in which the film blurs the line between private and public when it comes to viewer interaction 
with the bodies onscreen. In the world Akerman creates, characters struggle to keep their inner 
headspace free of harmful external forces. To convey this Akerman contrasts the sounds we hear 
with what images are projected: for instance, in the following shot in which Julie lies with her 
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back turned to the camera [Figure 7].  The soundtrack is charged with sounds of heavy 44

breathing, backed by loud hammering and drilling sounds with no onscreen source. The body 
language of Akerman’s character within the image reveals discomfort; unlike other shots, she 
doesn’t engage with the camera or her audience, and we get the sense that she’d rather be alone. 
The loud traffic sounds imply a breakdown of enclosed space—not just from indoors to 
outdoors, but from psychological interiors to her exterior surroundings. 

The same breakdown of psychological headspace is seen throughout the second half-hour section 
of Je tu il elle, during which a truck driver transports Julie to her destination in part three. While 
driving, the trucker narrates his thoughts aloud as Julie, offscreen, follows instructions to 
masturbate him using her hand (“I am putting my head on the steering wheel,” the trucker says, 
after he reaches climax). It’s certainly a departure from standard narrative dialogue. Why doesn’t 
he keeps these thoughts to himself? On the scene, feminist film scholar Ros Murray writes, “this 
moment also implies a sense of profound unease by drawing attention to the artificiality of the 
situation and by blurring the lines between ‘I,’ ‘you,’ and ‘he.’ Is the viewer aligned with Julie, 
whose perspective we may share, but who is pointedly absent from the screen?”  In Nothing 45

Matters, Ivone Marguiles remarks that the driving scene challenges Akerman’s role as director, 
versus performer or spectator: “This is the single instance in the film in which she is entirely 
outside the frame; it is also the one moment where the trucker looks directly at the camera, 
briefly confirming her double status as both character and director.”  Later we see the truck 46

driver shaving and peeing in a urinal while Akerman’s character watches him [Figure 8].  Like 47

the masturbation scene, this moment plays with the line between private and public, as well as 
psychological realism versus an exaggeratedly unpleasant experience of real-life that results 

 Figure 7: A shot in Je tu il elle, during which sounds of outdoor construction overwhelm the indoor space. 44
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from being looked at. As viewers, we either identify with the driver’s own discomfort about 
being watched by an onscreen Akerman, or feel uncomfortable ourselves about watching the 
trucker in private. This discomfort is represented sonically in the jarring effect of the whirring 
razor within the durational space of the scene.  

  

Akerman further complicates the line between open and closed spaces in her unusual pairings of 
sound and image. In News from Home (1977), Akerman weaves together scenes of streets and 
public spaces in New York City, colored in melancholic blue and green hues, while reading 
private letters between herself and her mother in voiceover. In Toute en nuit (1982), a drama 
about insomniacs who come upon one another in the nightlife of Brussels, characters narrate 
their private thoughts in the soundtrack while interacting with others onscreen. The end of Toute 
en nuit harkens back to the shot in Je tu il elle,in which sounds of traffic and construction break 
into Julie’s internal space. On the closing scene of Toute en nuit, in which the female protagonist 
of the film brings a male lover back to her private apartment, critic Jonathan Rosenbaum writes, 
“a couple’s lovemaking is gradually smothered, and all but obliterated from our consciousness, 
by the hectoring sounds of early-morning traffic outside.”  What these examples bear in 48

common are paradoxes of privacy and exposure, of isolation and intrusion—what Jonathan 
Rosenbaum describes as “a kind of dialectical war between interior and exterior.” From watching 
her films, viewers have the sense that they are either trapped in unpleasant internal feelings 
(discomfort, loneliness) which in turn affect their experience of real-life, or that their external 
circumstances cause them to feel internally trapped in spaces with unwanted company. 

The last and perhaps most noble sacrifice of privacy occurs in Akerman’s last film, No Home 
Movie (2015), a documentary that chronicles the last living months of her Holocaust-survivor 
mother, Nelly, whom Akerman has identified as the inspiration for all her work.  Akerman’s 49

psychological experience throughout the film is mirrored in her external surroundings; for 
instance, in the opening shot of the film, a four-minute take of a tree blowing violently in the 
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wind. Later Akerman directs her camera out the window of a moving car, focusing on a plastic 
pipe on the ground as she drives up a mountain. These outdoor shots are among the most 
dramatic in the film, most of which takes place indoors in Nelly’s own home as her health 
declines gradually. What’s remarkable about the long takes in outdoor settings in No Home 
Movie is how they’re somehow colored by Akerman’s grief and isolation, without the aid of 
artificial lighting or sound in post-production. Even in a documentary, she manages to find fitting 
metaphors for her internal experience, as though to prove that one can never escape his or her 
inner thoughts, emotions, memories. Her art provides no reprieve from the silent hardship that 
follows her always, though it does manage to find incredible beauty in grief. 

Conclusion 

It’s difficult, maybe impossible, to identify aspects of the human experience that are “inherently 
female” without generalizing. Chantal Akerman herself was consistently hesitant to place her 
films within categories having to do with women’s art. And yet, she admitted in a 1977 
interview, “I do think [Jeanne Dielman]’s a feminist film because I give room to the things that 
were never, almost never, shown in that way. Like the daily gestures of a woman, which are the 
lowest in the hierarchy in movies … And because of the style. Not because of the content.”  In 50

all of her films, Akerman links style to the subjective experiences of the female characters who 
inhabit the screen in front of us. As viewers, we engage in the everyday actions of female 
characters as though we ourselves were performing them, insofar that we begin to feel the same 
emotions, rhythms, and senses of space as the people onscreen. Akerman’s presentation of time 
and space is singular in the sense that it escapes formulas followed by most commercial films at 
the time her films were made. Her characters struggle to hold onto peace (in their homes, in their 
minds) while external forces seep through the cracks of interior spaces. The struggle to protect 
one’s privacy might be specific to women, who to a greater extent than men, feel confined in the 
constant state of being looked at. This struggle is felt by Chantal Akerman herself as a performer, 
spectator, and outsider in a world that never embraced her to the same extent it might embrace a 
male director or prettier actress. Her films challenge the notion of what’s meaningful in narrative 
cinema, as well as the placement of marginalized female characters in the hierarchy of 
storytelling. If it weren’t for Ms. Akerman, the sights, sounds, and stories of her female 
characters would never be showcased, much less celebrated. 
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