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Review by Douglas Morrey, University of Warwick. 

François Giraud’s stimulating study looks at a set of films and filmmakers from the late 1960s 
through the early 1980s that sought to renew the possibilities of cinematic expression by 
exploring new modalities of movement and gesture. 

As Giraud notes, part of the New Wave critics’ dismissal of the so-called cinéma de qualité of the 
post-war years was a distaste for the stilted acting styles of an older generation of 
performers, whereas one of the things they most admired in auteur directors like Renoir, 
Bresson, or Tati was their attention to the “remarkable stylistic potentialities of the body” (p. 
1). Meanwhile, in New Wave cinema proper, “attitudes and gestures could drive the narrative 
without necessarily resulting from the logical succession of action and plot that usually 
structures classical screenplays” (p. 2). 

Key elements of the cinematic apparatus, such as close-up photography and projection on a big 
screen, naturally make it particularly well suited to the precise description and analysis of 
gesture. It is intriguing to note, however, that the focus of this cinematic interest has to some 
extent diverged from that of anthropologists who study gesture. As Giraud points out, where 
the latter tend to focus on movements of the face, hands and arms that have been central to the 
development of human gestural communication, the cinema has taken a perhaps unexpected 
interest in the lower limbs of legs and feet. Indeed, the pioneering film theorist Béla Balázs was 
of the view that walking may be considered a “quite specific cinematic gesture” (p. 39), one that 
is not so readily available to other arts such as the theatre. 

The films and filmmakers analysed by Giraud take a particular interest in gestures that might 
be described as unpredictable or irrational, out of step with prescribed or socially sanctioned 
patterns of movement. This is undoubtedly related to the ludic spirit of May 1968 and may be 
seen to have a political significance that seeks to subvert the “imperatives of efficiency and 
standardisation” (p. 8) of Gaullist technocracy during the Trente Glorieuses. 

Reviewing the cultural anthropology of gesture, Giraud notes that gestures are of interest both 
as markers of intentional, goal-directed action and as clues that betray unconscious mental 
processes. In other words, gestures are both intentional means of communication and 
inadvertent or involuntary tics--both sign and symptom--and, as the latter, they can be 
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“revealing and meaningful precisely due to the lack of conscious intention behind [them]” (p. 
12). As film historians have pointed out, the invention of the cinematic apparatus, 
contemporaneous with the development of a particular imagistic brand of psychiatry, 
popularized notably by Jean-Martin Charcot, served to encourage and enable this suspicious 
scrutiny of body language. 
 
At the same time, while many gestures must be seen as in one way or another socially, 
culturally or psychologically determined, individuals nevertheless retain the potential agency 
to escape cultural conditioning through the careful cultivation of gesture. The recent wave of 
trans-class literature in French (notably the work of Édouard Louis) has made much of this 
question of self-transformation through gesture, and the cinema--with its meta-fascination for 
stories about acting--is full of accounts of individuals adapting their class, their gender, or other 
aspects of their identity through bravura bodily performance. The methodologies deployed by 
Giraud in this book would undoubtedly prove fertile for any analysis of such material. 
 
Giraud’s first chapter consists of a long and richly detailed analysis of the film adaptation of 
Georges Perec’s Un homme qui dort, directed by Bernard Queysanne in 1974. This is taken as a 
paradigmatic example of the various dualities associated with gesture that have been noted 
above (standardized/unpredictable; deliberate/involuntary; culturally conditioned/agential). 
The film’s focus on the obsessive repetition of gestures reveals both the machine-like rhythms 
of daily life and the crisis of that social machine that causes the protagonist to take a radical 
“step aside” from his socio-cultural obligations. Then, too, the protagonist’s attempt to regain 
strict autonomy through the minute and austere control of gesture is “disrupted by nervous, 
compulsive and anxious gestures, which crack apart the character’s desire for control and self-
conditioning” (p. 26). Giraud shows how the repetition of banal quotidian gestures in this film 
“amplifies” them (p. 30), thereby altering our perception. The chapter contains particularly 
sustained attention to editing and to the ways in which reframing and isolating gestures 
through editing can alter their meaning. Finally, Giraud demonstrates how the work with 
gesture in Un homme qui dort relates to the preoccupation with memory for which Perec is 
perhaps more famous. Through the focus on the habitual gestures associated with life in 
Parisian student rooms in the 1960s, and through the obsessive mapping of streets through 
repeated patterns of walking, “gestures embody a living and moving memory of places” (p. 60). 
 
Chapter two interrogates the relationship between gesture, style, and authorship. As Giraud 
comments, “Even though gestures are socially and culturally shaped, they also bring nuances 
that singularise the individual” (p. 68). Giraud explores these questions through a focus on the 
work of Chantal Akerman. Following other critics such as Ivone Margulies, Giraud argues that 
the rigid control manifest in Akerman’s framing is at least partially undone by the 
incorporation of slapstick into the acting style of her films, notably when she directs herself as 
performer. Indeed, Akerman’s rather fearsome reputation as a director of difficult artistic or 
experimental movies is somewhat tempered when one realises that she liked to refer to herself 
as “a female Charlie Chaplin” (p. 92). Giraud suggests that Akerman’s use of slapstick, with its 
challenge to the expected rhythms of bodily movement, evokes, the better to subvert, historical 
associations between unpredictable gestures in women and diagnoses of hysteria. Far from the 
moralizing tragedy common to some branches of psychiatry and melodrama, slapstick is “a 
genre that celebrates the catastrophe of gestures and exalts the fall of bodies” (p. 101). 
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This chapter also discusses in some detail Akerman’s direction of actors, looking closely at her 
work with Delphine Seyrig in Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (1975), 
through a careful reading of a documentary on the making of this landmark film. The 
documentary reveals how Seyrig struggled with the construction of the character since 
Akerman was reluctant to give psychological cues or backstory, instead focusing on the 
repetition of what should be seen as unconscious gestures rather than intentional movements--
at least until the film’s infamous climax. As Giraud puts it, “Akerman pays more attention to 
the manner of doing and to the stylistic qualities of the gesture than to the actual efficacy of the 
movement. She wants to emphasise the sensual (not the psychological) expressivity of the 
movement” (p. 81). 
 
In analysing Jean-Luc Godard’s cinema of the 1980s, in chapter three, Giraud situates his 
interpretation in the theories of two philosophers: Giorgio Agamben, who sees gesture as that 
which is most specific to cinema as an art form (i.e., it is precisely because the cinematic image 
moves that gesture becomes more fundamental to the medium than the image per se); and 
Marie-José Mondzain, who focuses more on gestures of artistic creation. All image-making, 
Mondzain suggests, entails a kind of Nancyian movement of touch and withdrawal, a tactile 
approaching of the image but then a moving-away the better to see it. “The margin that 
separates the body from the image structures the act of seeing,” as Giraud explains (p. 118). 
 
Giraud observes a number of examples in Godard’s later work where the filmmaker--or his 
avatars--literally touches screens or images as though seeking to rekindle an awe-struck and 
near-mystical relationship to the image that Godard sees as having been damaged by the small 
screen. The Godard chapter also stresses the importance of “premovement,” that is the instance 
immediately before a gesture is made, the character of which is determined largely by “the 
weight of the body, which shapes the individual’s attitude towards gravity” (p. 146). In common 
with filmmakers like Bresson, Akerman, and early Garrel, Godard develops this focus on pre-
movement as a way of using the cinematic apparatus to research gesture. 
 
Chapter four focuses on the cultivation of stillness in the work of Pierre Zucca. It was Zucca’s 
prior experience as a still photographer on film sets, and his interest in trompe-l’œil that made 
him Pierre Klossowski’s preferred choice to direct the adaptation of Roberte (1979), given the 
author’s own interest in the visual imagination and tableaux vivants. Giraud describes how 
Zucca and Klossowski’s work on this film constituted a kind of intermedial research, using 
literary descriptions, the paintings of a fictitious artist, and Klossowski’s own sketches made 
after the shoot in order to construct something like a taxonomy of gestures which are then 
further explored through the tableaux vivants of the film. This research implies, however, that 
a semiology of gesture is ultimately impossible since, in the words of Peter Brook, gesture at 
best “points towards meaning” (quoted p. 164). Klossowski and Zucca explore this problematic 
through the key figure of solecism--a contradiction between gesture and speech--that they 
attempt to capture even in the mute paintings and tableaux of the film. 
 
The book’s final chapter explores the significance of lines, the drawing of lines in experimental 
cinema of the 1970s, where lines that deviate from a normative or efficient trajectory from A to 
B are taken to be evocative of a potential for subversion, whether social, psychological, or 
artistic. Heavily influenced by the Deleuzian concept of lines of flight, Giraud argues that, in 
their experimental television series France tour détour deux enfants (1977), Godard and Anne-
Marie Miéville take the inflexible structures of television formats as a starting point that they 
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subsequently subvert: “In the rigid grid of television, the directors attempt to reveal lines of 
movement that escape or resist the predictability of the programme” (p. 211). The series 
reflects--often aloud, in the voiceover commentary and the interviews with its child subjects--
on lines: the lines of the TV screen, lines of desks in the school classroom and the exercise 
book, lines of movement from home to school, home to work, etc., seeking to decompose the 
capitalist structures of life, day, time, into their basic spatial elements, just as the use of slow 
motion becomes a kind of scientific analysis of movement. 
 
The psychiatrist and experimental pedagogue Fernand Deligny co-created a film around one of 
his neurodivergent charges, Yves. The young man’s difficulty fitting into society is shown by 
his inability to follow straight lines like roads and tracks and his struggles to tie knots in 
thread, laces, and ropes, symbolising his awkwardness in making social relationships while also 
evoking the discontinuous nature of the filmic medium, precariously knitted together through 
editing. In the late 1960s, Deligny established an experimental community in the Cévennes, 
living and working with autistic children. He found that the customary lines of daily routines 
(like baking bread) were attractive to the children who “repeat customary gestures without 
being preoccupied with the purpose of the action” (p. 226). Meanwhile, the community provided 
a safe space in which these children could wander freely, unconstrained by the straight lines of 
typical social norms and expectations. The resultant community had a rhizomatic structure 
that was one of the examples inspiring Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of the same name. 
 
Finally, Giraud uses Sergei Eisenstein’s theory of mise en jeu et mise en geste to describe how, in 
post-New Wave cinema, even when plots and trajectories were sketched out in advance, 
sometimes literally as spatial maps and drawings, they were still susceptible to fortuitous 
changes in direction and infinitesimal variations. 
 
These effects could also be prompted by the use of improvisation as in Jacques Rivette’s Out 1: 
Noli me tangere (1970), such that the film becomes something like a collectively woven 
spiderweb. 
 
Giraud’s book is thoroughly researched and demonstrates excellent knowledge of French film 
theory and avant-garde film history and practice, and it is scattered throughout with incisive 
close readings. French syntax occasionally creeps into the English expression, but this is only a 
very minor complaint about a book that will be of value to any scholar working on this 
singularly adventurous era of French filmmaking. Indeed, much of the pleasure of reading the 
book comes from remembering, or reviewing, these films and marvelling at the aesthetic 
courage and intellectual integrity of this much-lamented generation of filmmakers. 
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