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Abstract 
French New Wave cinema has featured various 
characterizations of female figures that were 
different from the housewife figure. This essay 
explores femininity of one type of female 
character—the “flâneuse”, or the wandering 
woman, in New Wave cinema. Two wandering 
women are discussed—Florence in Elevators to 
the Gallows (Louis Malle, 1958) and Cléo in Cléo 
from 5 to 7 (Agnès Varda, 1962). Their aimless but 
independent gait in the public space is analyzed 
from three perspectives—visibility, temporality, 
and spatiality—to demonstrate the two women’s 
helplessness due to their uncontrollable fates. 
Their free physicality is in stark contrast with their 
constrained mind, which leads to the discussion of 
activity and passivity and body-mind relation. 
Inspired by Simone de Beauvoir’s discussion of 
activity and passivity in The Second Sex , I put 
forward the definition of a “third sex”—a passive 
mind is found in an individual’s active body. 

The end of WWII marked the beginning for 
interactive negotiations among different aesthetic 
forms in France. Like Nouveau Roman writers who 
dissented from traditional novelists and de-
emphasized the causality in storytelling (Neupert 

16), Nouvelle Vague filmmakers also criticized the 
Traditional of Quality cinema and stressed the 
director’s personal style of cinematography and 
mise-en-scène (De Beacque 105). Filmmakers 
attending to film form were labeled as “Young 
Turks”. They worked closely with the right-wing 
“hussards”, the writers who contested Sartre’s 
support of political engagement and claimed an 
apolitical attitude (De Beacque 109). The parallel 
transformation in literature and cinema reflected 
two emerging aesthetic trends: the prevailing 
questioning of previous authority, and a shift from 
narrative integrity and clarity to subjective 
interpretation of social reality. With the emphasis 
on formal styles over narrative, the ambiguity of 
characters and plot becomes a hallmark of New 
Wave cinema.  

This type of ambiguity in art works is 
especially prominent when the main character is 
wandering (Herbeck 13). Herbeck argues for this 
ambiguity through a narration voice heard by the 
audience. When a character is wandering but his 
or her story is narrated by a third person or other 
characters, a “narrative drift” occurs, which speaks 
to a lack of acknowledgement of certain elements 
of the wandering character’s story (Herbeck 13-14). 
Another perspective of interpreting this ambiguity 
is through the wanderer’s unclear final destination. 
A wanderer’s view of the surrounding spectacles 
enables his fluid subjectivity and unconscious 
emotional reactions to his interpretation of social 
reality when he moves “nowhere, neither here nor 
elsewhere” (Friedberg 30). Analyzed in this light, a 
wanderer’s psychological ambiguity is rooted in 
his aimless movements. For a wandering character, 
their subjectivity is as important as their external 
actions to the characterization. However, it is the 
flâneur, or the wandering man, that has been 
historically assumed as the default gender in the 
flânerie culture. A flâneur reserved the right to 
observe and critique as a voyeur of the flâneuses, 
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or the wandering women (Herbeck 32). Historically 
prevailing patriarchal cultures not only assumed 
male dominance in the public spaces, but also 
disapproved women’s appearance outside 
domesticity because the flâneuses were assumed 
to be “prostitutes” (Friedberg 33). Even though 
the flâneuse characters appear in films, many of 
their stories are often heard from a third-person 
narration rather than their own voices (Herbeck 13-
14).  

The lack of legitimate identity and free 
movements of women in public spaces showcases 
“gendered spaces” under patriarchy. The social 
disapproval of flâneuses’ activities only 
demonstrates one aspect of male dominance in 
public spaces. As Simone de Beauvoir suggests, 
women have been trapped in a subordinate space 
within the male universe (724). Her argument puts 
forward another aspect demonstrating male 
dominance—the “instructions” offered by the 
patriarchy, including the most appropriate space 
for each gender. This is when the traditional 
housewives were instructed to occupy the 
domestic space, which refers to a “feminine” 
interiority is constructed in contrast with the 
“masculine” exteriority and divides the originally 
homogenous social space into two heterogenous 
gender-binary spaces. Although the housewives 
were culturally expected to fulfill the domestic 
responsibilities, many 20th-century feminist 
theorists argued against this cultural expectation. 
As Simone de Beauvoir argues, house chores like 
food-preparing and cloth-washing are inessential 
tasks that only form repetition and do not 
contribute to the development of the social mind 
essential to a human being, which distances 
women away from achieving larger social goals 
(731). This advanced feminist thinking resonated 
with the development and reconstruction of the 
public space. The 19th-century industrialization in 
France offered women many more opportunities 

to get a taste of the movements in public spaces 
through their consumer power in the department 
stores. This consumer power, according to 
Friedberg, is the freedom of viewing commodities 
and experiencing buying desires elicited by these 
commodities (112-119). If it is the case that a 
flâneuse was stereotyped to have a prostitute-like 
identity as she was wandering on streets and 
elicited the flâneur’s erotic “buying” desire, then 
women who chose to shop in a department store 
obtain the same consumer power as the flâneur. 
The department store created a semi-gendered 
space for women to safely experience viewing 
perspective as a man and also fulfill cultural 
expectations.  

Such a safe semi-gendered space 
illuminated a view of the public space for women, 
but what at issue was how French New Wave 
cinema portrayed such a lonely, autonomous gait 
for wandering women when they are moving 
without any purposes and only roaming on their 
own accord in the public space. Post-WWII 
modernization in France put high demand on 
hygiene, with a heavy emphasis on women’s 
domestic responsibilities to keep their families 
clean (Ross 77). Even though it had been more 
than a century from industrialization to 
modernization in France, housewives had not 
successfully challenged their gendered space. It 
was a different type of femininity demonstrated by 
the wandering female characters in French New 
Wave cinema that challenged the gendered space. 
Two characters will be examined in this essay: 
Florence in Elevators to the Gallows (Louis Malle, 
1958), and Cléo in Cléo from 5 to 7 (Agnès Varda, 
1962). In these two films, the characterization of 
wandering women entirely ignores women’s roles 
in domesticity, and their subjectivity in the interior 
spaces of consumption (e.g., the department 
stores) are given little focus. It is their subjectivity 
when they are wandering on the streets, the so-
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called “masculine space”, that is emphasized. This 
emphasis resonates with the wandering women’s 
psychological ambiguity about their 
uncontrollable fates through their active body like 
a flâneur. By “transgressing” into a masculine 
space, Florence and Cléo also challenge the root 
of the gendered space—the sex binary concept.  

According to Simone de Beauvoir, men 
and women can find their existence with an 
identical biological root and, thus, their existence 
should not be defined by their bodies (52-71). Sex 
does not showcase essential biological differences 
but rather present a cultural product of the social 
consensus, and it is deeply shaped by cultural 
norms. The flâneur’s look should not be inherently 
active and the flâneuse’s body should not be 
inherently passive in public spaces. Florence and 
Cléo’s spontaneous act of looking and wandering 
demonstrates the visual power and free body 
movement as flâneuses. In other words, a 
wandering woman can be active as a flâneur, which 
implies sex as a non-binary concept. This active 
wandering does not necessarily mean the 
wandering women are entirely free of passivity. 
The minds of Florence and Cléo are haunted by an 
uncontrollable “other”—Florence’s search for her 
lover, Julien, and Cléo’s anxiety about her 
upcoming medical test result. Florence and Cléo 
are passive female characters in the face of a 
doomed future. However, this passivity takes a 
different shape than a flâneuse’s objectification, in 
the sense that the passivity of Florence and Cléo 
integrates their self-initiated subjective uncertainty 
and a third-person voyeuristic view from the 
passersby. Florence and Cléo achieves a fluid 
active-passive relation through a paradoxical 

1 In the following sections, the term “wandering woman” 
instead “flâneuse” will be used to refer to Florence and Cléo 
as this essay explicates how these two female characters are 
alienated from the traditional “flâneuse” role. 

body-mind relation—a free body movement but a 
confined subjectivity.  

This essay will illustrate this active-passive 
relation from three perspectives: visibility, 
temporality, and spatiality. In the first section 
considering visibility, a re-negotiation of active-
passive relation will be addressed regarding a 
female’s visibility to the public, such that Florence 
and Cléo change from being active to passive 
when they become the attentional focus. In the 
second section, Florence and Cléo’s different 
temporal experiences from contemporary 
housewives—as described in Fast Cars, Clean 
Bodies—will be discussed. Their experiences of 
temporality demonstrate a pessimistic present and 
future that further alienate the two female 
characters from a positive female image like a 
housewife but simultaneously rationalize their 
pessimistic present haunted by a catastrophic 
future as wandering women1. In the third section, 
the discussion on spatiality of Florence and Cléo 
will alienate them from the sex binary roles. These 
two wandering women demonstrate a “third sex”2, 
a concept which separates women from a male 
gaze in patriarchal culture. The “third sex” implies 
an interpretation of women’s existence to 
women’s own accord rather than any external view. 
A woman’s body only speaks to her way of 
experiencing the world, which leads to changes in 
her subjective mind. When treating body and mind 
as a single entity, the experiences of the external 
sensation will interact with their changing 
interiority. The interactive body-mind relation puts 
forward one key question: is the wandering woman 
being passively influenced by the changes of the 
external environment, or her active perception 
leads to the unique external perception? I would 

2 This idea of “Third-Sex” can be traced back to Simone de 
Beauvoir’s idea of the “Second-Sex”. It is not the same 
concept as Willy’s “Third-Sex”, which refers to the gender-
diverse community (i.e., LGBTQ+ group) 
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like to explain how Florence and Cléo deny the 
active-passive dichotomy by refusing the Simone 
de Beauvoir’s idea of “Eternal Feminine” (de 
Beauvoir 724) she proposed in The Second Sex , 
which speaks to women’s eternal passivity in both 
their physicality and mentality.  

Visibility 

Because the body is the instrument of our hold on 
the world, the world appears different to us 
depending on how it is grasped. –Simone de 
Beauvoir, The Second Sex , 66 

What Simone de Beauvoir this argument 
speaks to a self-initiated active interaction 
between body and mind from an experiencer’s 
perspective on “how it is grasped”: a variety of 
self-determined ways of using one’s body will lead 
to different subjective interpretations of the world. 
However, speaking from the perceiver’s 
perspective of “how it is grasped”, another level 
of body-mind interaction emerges: the pre-
existing cultural stereotypes of one form of 
physicality will lead to a persistent stereotyped 
interpretation of the mind associated with that 
physicality. With the unconcealable physicality, the 
experiencer, who cannot deny the perceiver’s look, 
becomes passive under this look. When 
considering both the experiencer and the 
perceiver, two levels of visibility emerge: what is 
visible to a human being, and how visible the 
human being is to others. In Being and 
Nothingness , Jean-Paul Sartre gives an example of 
looking through a keyhole to demonstrate this 
malleable active-passive position of existence. 
When a person looks through a keyhole to see 
spectacles, the visibility of spectacles proves his 
existence as a subject and his active looking. 
However, if the person notices that his voyeurism 
is recognized by others, the voyeur becomes an 
object with “unreflective consciousness” (260). 

This unreflective consciousness makes the self an 
attentional focus for Others, which reveals one’s 
passivity through an unexpected and unpleasant 
visibility of his body while he cannot see how his 
self-concept is defined by the “Other.” To see how 
much an individual’s potential of being a “active” 
or “passive”, it is important to address how much 
this individual reconciles the difference between 
what is visible to himself and his visibility to others. 
In other words, if the person often appears visible 
to the public but sees no visibility of the public, he 
is more of a passive object than an active subject. 
The “active” and “passive” are not definite 
concepts; they embody a comparative potential of 
a visible existence. Based on Sartrean description, 
the visibility occurs at the physical level implies 
whether the individual’s body can be seen by 
others, while the visibility at the subjective level 
implies whether one’s internal thinking is visible to 
the “Other.”  

Sartre’s keyhole situation evidently speaks 
to an intersubjective situation in a private space. 
The voyeur’s interiority is lost when he cannot 
escape the “Other’s” look, while the “Other’s” 
interiority remains contact since his identity is not 
subject to the voyeur’s critical judgement. When 
applying Sartrean description of gaze to a public 
space, a social group’s inability to escape from the 
undesirable attention of the invisible “Other” in 
the society speak to the same concept of the 
visibility in Sartre’s keyhole situation. Since the 
mid-1950s, women had become the bearer of 
attention during French modernization. With the 
belief that the nation would be clean only when 
every home was clean, French people significantly 
emphasized women’s domestic role during 
modernization (Ross 77-78). The high social 
attention on housewives can be demonstrated 
through the idea of “whiteness”, or the high 
demand on domestic hygiene, in popular women 
magazines (Ross 84-85). Housewives were hyper-
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visible to the public, in the sense that their 
conducts were attended by the entire society, an 
“Other” who constantly adopted a monitoring 
gaze on the housewives that the housewives 
cannot escape from. However, some have argued 
the potential activity of housewives came from 
their freedom of choosing how to fulfill these 
domestic responsibilities (Ross 92-104). 
Regardless of being active or passive, the 
existence of an ideal housewife was rooted in their 
intention to fulfill their domestic roles as a mother 
relative to her child and a wife relative to her 
husband.   

Unlike housewives, the two wandering 
women, Florence and Cléo, never present 
themselves as goal-oriented like the contemporary 
advertisement image of the housewife. In her book 
Fast Cars, Clean Bodies, Kristin Ross displays an 
advertisement image of a housewife looking 
herself at a stove-top with a line saying “Et voilà, 
j’ai fini mon dessus de cuisinière!”/ “Look here, I 
finished cleaning my stove top! (85)” This shining 
stove-top surface reflects not only the housewife’s 
smiling face, but also a social expectation that a 
woman’s movement should be driven towards the 
goal of fulfilling their family roles. In contrast to this 
social expectation, Florence and Cléo’s 
movements are aimless as they have no intention 
to fulfill any social roles, but their movements can 
also be deemed goal-oriented for their own 
expression of anxiety and uncertainty at the 
psychological level. For Florence, her extended 
wandering sequence demonstrates her 
hopelessness of finding Julien’s whereabouts. 
Cléo’s wandering shows her persistent anxiety 
about her health as she is waiting for her medical 
test result. They are active in the sense that they 
are roaming on the streets with no specific 
destination, while they are passive as they have no 
control of their own fates. Their wandering 
movements create a more flexible active-passive 

relation through a shift from invisibility to visibility 
but are demonstrated through very different 
cinematographic techniques. I will explain this 
difference with respect to Malle and Varda’s 
camera movement, the length of shot, and shot 
distance.    

Florence’s wandering happens right after 
she loses all clues about Julien’s whereabouts. At 
this moment, Julien has killed Florence’s husband 
as Florence and Julien planned, but he is trapped 
in the elevator at the crime scene while Florence is 
oblivious to fact that Julien does not leave the 
building where the murdering happened. She has 
cannot escape with Julien as she cannot find Julien, 
neither can she conceal Julien’s murder. She loses 
control of the murder she initiated. In Florence’s 
wandering sequence, Louis Malle manipulated the 
shot distance to portray a change in Florence’s 
visibility to the diegetic passerby and the audience. 
The first scene of this sequence shows Florence 
looking at a group of male guests in a department 
in a medium close-up. At this moment, Florence 
projects a look on the male guests that is similar to 
the look that the traditional flâneur projects on the 
flâneuse. The inversion of visual power turns the 
male guests into visible objects under Florence 
gaze, while Florence becomes an invisible, flâneur-
like subject that actively perceives the male guests. 
Moreover, Florence’s body is not attended by the 
male guests. Although the hiding of Florence’s 
face arguably puts forward her body motion and 
makes her body an erotic object under the male 
gaze from the audience, it is more appropriate to 
consider Vincendeau’s argument that Jean 
Moreau’s sexuality is evoked by her face rather 
than body (125). In the beginning shot of Elevator 
to the Gallows, an extreme close-up on Moreau 
face calls attention to Moreau’s sensual mouth, 
light make-up and melancholy facial expression, 
which demonstrate the authenticity of her sexuality 
even her full body is not shown at this moment 
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(Vincendeau 125-126). Compared to the 
beginning shot, when Malle chooses to hide 
Florence’s face from the male guests but shows 
her body to the audience in Florence’s wandering 
scene, he arguably emphasizes Florence’s 
invisibility but not sexuality. It is when Malle adopts 
close-ups on Florence that she is rendered as an 
object for erotic contemplation. Although only the 
left side of Florence’s face is in frame as the camera 
tracks along with Florence, she is objectified 
through the passerby’s extended gaze on her. 
Under the passerby’s gaze, Florence’s physicality 
is no longer invisible as she is to the male guests 
in the earlier scene. Malle also adopted a slow-
paced presentation of Florence’ movements. 
There are only eight shots in the two-and-a-half 
minute wandering sequence, and the shot 
showing the passerby’s look on the wandering 
Florence lasts for as long as thirty seconds. If it is 
the case that Malle combined close-ups or 
medium close-ups with slow-paced camerawork to 
speak to the character’s psychology (Frey 41), then 
Florence’s subjectivity also becomes visible. Her 
despair can be read through her expressive face. 
Florence’s visible body-visible mind position is 
further reinforced when the camera changes to 
frame her entire face in a medium close-up. Here, 
the expressiveness of Moreau’s face not only 
sexualizes Florence as an erotic object, but also 
emphasizes her intensive struggle of her 
uncontrollability of an anticipated reveal of the 
murder she has planned with Julien. 

Similar to Florence, Cléo initially appears 
to be invisible through the inversion of visual 
power. Although Cléo is wandering throughout 
the entire film, the wandering sequence in Chapter 
VIII most effectively demonstrates Varda diverse 
cinematographic styles that shift between the 
portrayal of Cléo’s physicality visibility and her 
subjective visibility. This wandering sequence 
happens after Cléo finishes singing and cries out 

in front of the two musicians. After observing her 
reflection in a mirror of a Chinese restaurant, Cléo 
lays her eyes on a male street performer. She 
adopts two masculine perspectives when she 
watches the street performer swallowing frogs. 
First, Varda’s use of quick cross-cuts juxtaposes 
Cléo’s view with the views of other male spectators, 
which demonstrates Cléo’s visual power similar to 
that of other flâneurs. This visual power detracts 
Cléo from the attentional focus, so that it is only 
the performer bearing the gaze but Cléo is 
“invisible” in the crowd. Second, when Cléo, a 
wandering woman, projects a look on a male street 
performer, a male becomes a potential voyeuristic 
source to a female. Different from a flâneur, who 
experiences a mixed feeling of sexual pleasure and 
moral disgust when seeing a flânsue, this 
voyeuristic source brings no pleasure to Cléo but 
only physical disgust. Unlike Florence, whose facial 
expressions cannot be seen when she is invisible 
to the males, Cléo’s expressiveness of disgust is 
directly conveyed in POV shots which frame her 
face in medium close-ups. Speaking from a 
spectatorial perspective, Cléo’s subjectivity now 
becomes visible along with her visible physicality 
to the audience. Compared to Florence’s visible 
body-visible mind which elicits the audience’s 
male gaze and makes Florence an erotic object, 
Cléo’s visible body-visible mind denies an erotic 
view of Cléo and emphasizes more on her self-
motivated inspecting looks of the immediate 
environment.  

Compared to Malle’s intensive use of long 
takes to portray a wandering woman, Varda is 
more flexible in terms of camera movement and 
shot. She intends to build a contrasting dynamic 
between the film form and Cléo’s physicality 
through POV shots. The continuous long takes 
frame the people whom Cléo is looking at when 
she walks with less cuts, whereas short takes and 
quick cuts are used to show Cléo’s looks on other 
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patrons when Cléo is sitting in a café. Speaking 
from the other diegetic characters’ perspectives, 
Cléo’s body attracts little attention with her 
sunglasses on, which makes her physicality 
invisible. Cléo’s physicality is also invisible to 
herself. Cléo’s unawareness to her reflection in the 
faceted mirror compared to her awareness of this 
reflection in an early sequence reveals her curiosity 
of the visible surroundings (Ungar 66). Varda’s 
flexible cinematic techniques further create 
complexity in Cléo’s internal invisibility. It is 
obvious that her interiority is invisible to diegetic 
patrons in the café since the patrons all attend to 
their own subjective feelings, such that a woman 
Cléo sees complains “I can’t hear a word with all 
this noise!” The invisible body-invisible mind 
position places Cléo in an active subject position. 

Cléo’s passivity is eventually revealed 
when both her physicality and subjectivity become 
visible. As Cléo steps out of the café in search for 
her friend, Dorothée, she removes her sunglasses, 
which indicates her inclination to expose more of 
her physical appearance and her vigilant look of 
the surroundings. It is the moment that she adopts 
a more active perception of the passersby, and the 
moment her active perception is more visible to 
the passersby. With her sunglasses on in 
preceding wandering scenes, Cléo is able to 
simultaneously hide her look on others and avoid 
others’ overwhelming attention on her. Without 
her sunglasses, Cléo cannot hide her look, neither 
can she refuse the passersby’s looks. An over-the-
shoulder shot continues to demonstrate Varda’s 
preference for presenting Cléo’s point-of-view 
when Cléo starts wandering on the rue Delambre. 
Varda interrupts the dynamic balance between film 
form and Cléo’s physicality by using fast-paced 
techniques such as short takes and quick cuts to 
portray Cléo’s viewpoint when her body is also 
mobile. Compared to Malle, who consistently 
keeps Florence’s frontal image in every shot as she 

strolls, Varda only shows Cléo’s frontal image in 5 
shots throughout 25 shots portraying her gait. 
Although neither Malle nor Varda characterizes 
their wandering woman through a diegetic male 
character’s view like many New Wave films with 
male protagonists, Florence is portrayed as an 
erotic story object under a male director’s gaze 
while Cléo is shown as a subject of her own 
thinking under a female director’s camera (Sellier 
149-150). With less extended shots showing Cléo
body in this fast-paced wandering scene, Varda
illustrates Cléo’s struggles through formal devices
and reduce the erotic spectatorial view of Cléo’s
body. Unlike Florence, Cléo’s visibility of mind is
not expressed through facial expressions but
through fast-paced formal style which resonates
with her inner turmoil. This inner turmoil is
exacerbated through crosscuts that juxtapose the
individuals Cléo encountered earlier with those
passersby in the present. Everyone is looking at
her, including people whom Cléo is not currently
seeing but only imagining. Cléo subjectivity
demonstrates a meta-visualization of visibility—
she is actively examining her visibility to those out
of her sight, which demonstrates Cléo’s activity as
vigilant to her memories and interiority, and her
passivity as her body and mind are both
inescapable from the passersby’s looks.

Temporality 
Analyzed in light of visibility, it is readily to 

notice that activity and passivity of Florence and 
Cléo all come from their own body and mind. 
Throughout wandering, their gaze on the men 
enable their positions as active subjects, and the 
visibility of their physicality and interiorities speak 
to their objective passivity. Unlike contemporary 
housewives, whose visibility in society emphasized 
their relation to the family members, the 
wandering of Florence and Cléo alienates them 
from all social relations with others. Although 
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Florence is inasmuch a housewife who betrays her 
husband, she should not be considered as a 
traditional femme fatale. As Molly Haskell argues, 
the femme fatale figure is a projection of men’s 
fear or self-destructive tendency (67). The 
definition of femme fatale is invariably invented 
under a male gaze. Both Florence and Cléo 
distance themselves from a third-person’s gaze by 
adopting autonomous and independent gaits in 
the public space. Although both Florence and 
Cléo are receiving the passersby’s looks, these 
looks do not change their tendency to express 
internal struggles about an anticipated 
catastrophe through an aimless movement. They 
continue to not be goal-oriented, and they are 
wandering only for exploring their own existence. 

The two wandering women’s lack of 
physical and psychological connection to others 
demonstrate their gait as independent but lonely, 
which also contributes to the distinct temporal 
experiences of the two female wanderers 
compared to contemporary housewives. As Kristin 
Ross argues, modernization revitalized diminishing 
French traditions, such that modern appliances 
promised housewives an opportunity to recreate 
the traditional French dishes for their families in 
the present and future (87). In this sense, 
modernization generated a compact temporal 
experience for housewives by synthesizing the 
nostalgic past and promising future into the 
present. This compact temporal experience has 
one important root—the interpersonal relation 
with family members in domesticity. However, this 
seemingly “warm” relation speaks to an “Eternal 
Feminine”, which indicates women’s perpetual 
domestic responsibilities. The promising future of 
the housewives is rooted in this presumption of an 
eternal feminine social role and responsibilities 
which women cannot escape from. Like the 
passivity women have experienced due to physical 
and psychological visibility, this inability to escape 

from this eternal domestic role associated with 
femininity also speaks to the passivity of 
housewives. With no such a social relation with 
family members, the temporal experiences of 
Florence and Cléo are rather an extended 
pessimistic perpetual present, in which their body 
and mind are treated as an integrated entity to 
express a contrast between their active body 
movements and passive subjectivity in the face of 
their uncontrollable fates. These two wandering 
women temporal experiences can be seen from 
two spectatorial perspectives: the shot duration 
and the demonstration of the wandering woman’s 
awareness of time. 

Louis Malle portrays Florence’s wandering 
in a natural flow of time with long takes. As Hugo 
Frey suggests, Malle prefers a demonstration of 
chronological realism to the experimentation of 
time (42). Although many of Malle’s cinematic 
techniques speak to his preference for 
characterization through plot development (Frey 
41), the extended shots of Florence’s wandering 
give a pause of the plot as to demonstrate 
Florence’s uncertainty of the future in more details. 
Compared to other parts of the plot, in which 
Malle introduce ellipses as in classical films to 
move the plot forward, Malle uses almost no 
ellipsis in Florence’s slow-paced wandering 
sequence. Such an aimless wandering sequence 
does not drive the story to a certain 
developmental direction. Malle creates a 
spectatorial temporality that is in a similar length 
to Florence’s temporality as she is wandering. 
Seeing Florence in the slow-paced long takes also 
introduces a closer examination of her despairing 
facial expressions, which enables the association 
between Florence’s slow but free body 
movements with her anxious interiority. The 
capture of every immediate detail of Florence’s 
body movement and facial expression speaks to 
Malle’s practice of cinéma direct in his 
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documentary. Malle’s philosophy of cinéma direct 
stresses an immediacy of the representation of 
human’s life (Frey 55-58). As Moreau 
acknowledges her psychological proximity with 
Florence (Genevière 196), Malle’s extended shots 
capture Florence/Moreau’s most authentic interior 
struggles at the closest present of Florence, which 
is also the closest present of the audience. 
Although Florence does not know, the audience 
can see the upcoming tragedy. Once the holiday 
ends, the staff will find the dead body of Florence’s 
husband and Julien in the elevator, which will hold 
Florence inescapable from the murder. Florence’s 
present is haunted by an uncertain and 
unpredictable pessimistic future.  

Cléo is also haunted by such a future 
“dead time” (Conway 39) which both she and 
Florence cannot refuse its coming. Throughout the 
entire film, Cléo is wandering around, anxiously 
waiting for the time the medical test result will 
come up. Here, one similarity between Florence 
and Cléo is that they are both wandering in the 
audience’s real time. The audience experiences 
the same time lapse as the two wandering women. 
However, unlike Malle, who does not showcase 
Florence’s attention to elapsed time, Varda 
creates punctuations in temporality to call on 
Cléo’s hyperawareness of time lapse. Cléo’s 
temporal experience and wandering movement 
are marked by the clicking sound of her high heels 
(Ungar 67). This sound of high heels accompanies 
not only the flashing images showing the 
passersby Cléo encounters at present, but also a 
series of images showing individuals she 
encountered at an earlier story time. The clock’s 
tick-tock also comes in when an image of a clock 
showing a past time (3:35pm) 3  is presented, 
resonating with the high-heel sound.  

3 This “past time” refers to the designated story time. As the 
intertitle indicates, current time is between 5:45 and 5:52 for 
Cléo. 

Although this series of images arguably 
portrays Cléo’s past experiences, it should not be 
taken as a flashback since the individuals involved 
in the still images are behaving differently from the 
time Cléo encounters them (Ungar 69). None of 
the characters has such a direct and extended look 
on Cléo when they first appear in Cléo’s sight. This 
series is also not a flashback because it does not 
interfere with the progression of the present story 
time as these “past” images intercut with what 
happens at Cléo’s present (Ungar 69). If the POV 
shots demonstrate Cléo’s mere awareness of the 
passerby’s overwhelming attention, this series is a 
self-reflexive thinking of anxiety extending from 
this mere awareness. In other words, this series 
shows that Cléo is reminded about subjective 
anxiety about her health when she notices the 
overwhelming external attention on her body, but 
the individuals and objects in her current 
subjectivity are entirely irrelevant from her 
immediate experience in exteriority. This inability 
to connect the simultaneity of interiority and 
exteriority creates Cléo an alienated subjectivity. 
Being anxious about the upcoming medical test, 
Cléo turns others’ attention, which used to be a 
normal thing for a celebrity like her, from a source 
of pleasure into anxiety. Cléo is an active perceiver 
with a mobile body movement in the present, but 
a passive object with a possible immobile body 
due to her unpredictable health condition. 
Although both Florence and Cléo struggling 
present comes from their own uncontrollable 
futures, Varda portrays Cléo’s present struggles 
with an emphasis on her viewpoint, or what she 
sees drives her anxiety about future, while Malle 
emphasizes Florence’s physicality, or her facial 
expressions convey her concern about future. 
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Spatiality 
Whether physicality or subjectivity is 

emphasized, the autonomous gaits of Florence 
and Cléo demonstrate their ability to 
independently experience the public space 
through their own bodies. Unlike housewives who 
were constantly being reminded of their 
responsibility of keeping everything clean/BLANC 
(Ross 84), Florence and Cléo showcase their 
indifference of this demand by wearing black 
outfits when wandering on the streets. They 
undeniably show new type of femininity relative to 
women who chose to stay in the designated 
domestic space, but it is also important to know 
how they revolutionize the definition of sex relative 
to women who have chosen to enter the public 
space, namely flâneuses. Here, the lack of 
interpersonal relation of Florence and Cléo 
becomes significant again. If a flâneuse’s body has 
long been considered an immoral existence and 
the same thing as a commodity waiting for her 
male “customers” (Friedberg 33-34), then this 
fetishism of a flâneuse is defined in relative to a 
masculinist voyeuristic perspective and ignore the 
flâneuse’s perception of the world. Although 
Florence and Cléo are looked by the passersby, 
the consistent focus on their movements 
constructs a space with the wandering woman at 
the center and makes her body independent of the 
interpretative views of other diegetic actors. 
Florence’s body is undeniably subject to the 
passersby’s investigating looks, but Malle’s use of 
shallow depth of field and tracking camera 
specifically focuses on Florence’s lonely body as 
she wanders, which invites the audience to follow 
Florence’s spatial exploration rather than any other 
diegetic character’s examination of Florence. As 
Florence wanders, her existence is independent of 
any looks. Like Malle, Varda also constructs a 
cinematic space in which shows Cléo’s explorative 
looks of the public space through POV shots. Both 

Malle and Varda create a spectatorial exploration 
of the diegetic space which centers around their 
wandering woman’s lonely body and mind.  

As demonstrated in the previous analysis 
of visibility and temporality, the body movements 
of both Florence and Cléo are external expressions 
of their inner thinking in the same way as Simone 
de Beauvoir’s acknowledges women’s interacting 
body and mind. De Beauvoir has undoubtedly put 
forward a revolutionary feminist interpretation 
articulating women’s struggles in her era. As she 
argues, women’s biological data themselves do 
not speak to weakness; weakness is a culturally 
defined idea that rationalizes superiority of 
patriarchy (69). This perceived physical weakness 
leads to the perception of women’s mental fragility, 
which makes woman an “eternal child” who needs 
guide and protection under patriarchy (725). For 
de Beauvoir, the passivity of women’s body speaks 
to women’s mental passivity. However, is it also 
possible that passivity at one level can create 
activity at another level or vice versa? Here, one 
key question should be asked: how does the 
cinematic representation speak to a new existence 
of sex by integrating the wandering women’s 
active body movements with their passive position 
of “being-looked-at” and suffering minds? This 
section will approach this question from the 
spectatorial perspective of how Malle and Varda 
differ in constructing the wandering women’s 
positions in space. Both Malle and Varda 
demonstrate the wandering woman’s passive 
interiority but through different approaches.  

Through the two-and-a-half wandering 
sequence, Malle adopts medium close-ups to 
keep Florence’s body in frame for every single shot, 
but he interweaves Florence’s physicality with both 
Florence’s active perception and her passive 
position of being perceived. In the very first shot 
of this sequence, Florence is looking at a group of 
male guests in the department store. An 
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interesting spatial inversion occurs at this moment. 
According to Anne Friedberg, although limited in 
their spaces compared to the streets, department 
stores are “safe zones” for flâneuses to explore the 
public space without being morally judged (36). At 
the beginning of Florence’s wandering sequence, 
the male guests occupy the limited “safe zone” for 
flâneuses, while Florence occupies the streets, the 
public space which has long disapproved the 
flâneuse’s existence. Moreover, it is the only shot 
avoiding showing Florence’s frontal image but 
emphasizing the physicality of other diegetic 
characters. The audience adopts Florence’s active 
perception of seeing the male guests talking and 
laughing in the department store. A turning point 
demonstrating Florence’s passivity of “being-
looked-at” occurs when Florence moves on to 
wander. Her active look on the male guests is soon 
returned by the passersby’s extended looks on her. 
At this moment, Florence’s active observation is 
rendered inaccessible for the audience. The 
audience now sees what the passersby see, which 
is Florence’s body. The long takes showcase an 
extended interest on Florence’s physicality like a 
flâneur’s gaze on the flâneuse, revealing the sexist 
nature of the current perspective the audience 
adopts. Florence’s wandering setting, which shows 
a line of department stores, continues the 
department store setting in the first shot. However, 
unlike the deep field which enables a clear 
visualization of the male guests in the department 
store in the first shot, the shallow focus on Florence 
through her wandering accentuates her physicality 
in front of the department store setting. Although 
Florence’s spatial exploration is not in the 
department stores, she is still set as close to the 
“safe zones” for flâneuses as possible. Her active 
spatial exploration like a flâneur now becomes 
suspicious under such a “feminine” setting. It is 
important to note that the shallow depth of field in 
this sequence does not interfere the delivery of 

contextual information. The audience can readily 
tell that Florence is moving across a line of 
department stores or through a busy traffic. This 
visual demonstration is accompanied by a jazz 
musical score which conceals any ambient sound. 
This soundtrack well accompanies the slowness of 
Florence’s movement compared to the fast-paced 
traffic, which further intensively alienates 
Florence’s body from her immediate environment. 
Her body seems to adopt an active movement that 
enables a free, random exploration of the public 
space like a flâneur, but she does not experience 
joy in an active view of spectacles like a flâneur. 
Her facial expression of anxiety and uncertainty 
resonates with her slow gait, both speaking to her 
interior struggles of seeing an unavoidable 
revelation of her plan to murder her husband. 

Florence’s street-crossing allows her to re-
claim the ability to transgress the boundary of the 
“gendered space”. Kristin Ross argues that 
modernization in the 1950s France also created 
gender attributes to everyday items. As 
housewives were in charge of the domestic space, 
home appliances were women’s best friends, while 
cars were male products to facilitate men’s 
exploration in the outer world (Ross 97). When 
Florence slowly walks across the street, she is set 
within the busy traffic. Unlike the previous 
department store setting, a flâneuse’s “safe zone”, 
she now moves into a masculine space, a space full 
of cars. This active transgression of “gendered 
space” is further re-accentuated along with her 
active observation. When Florence misidentifies 
the driver as Julien, the camera swiftly pans to 
show the car she sees after she calls out “Julien”. 
This pan movement brings the audience back to 
Florence’s active perception of a male driver, 
which resonates with the first shot she looks at the 
male guests in a department store. Similar to the 
male guests, this male driver is also oblivious to 
Florence’s look, or even her existence. Florence’s 
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call of “Julien” directs the continuous focus away 
from her body and reminds the audience of her 
internal struggles for re-uniting with her lover. The 
emphasis on her active observation puts forward 
her interiority and mitigates the focus on her 
physicality, making Florence’s body a less erotic 
object at this moment.  

Florence’s active movement and looking 
in the masculine space is disapproved in the last 
shot when her wandering setting changes back to 
the department stores, which eventually aligns 
with her passive interiority. Here, she returns back 
to a feminine space designated for the flâneuse’s 
safe exploration in the outer world. The ending 
shot shows that she lays her eyes on several 
shopping items in a display window. This act of 
looking demonstrates the most important reason 
that a department store becomes a “safe zone” for 
flâneuses. With the prosperity of consumerism 
through modernization, women were granted 
more access and free movements in the public 
space. The new social roles as consumers 
legitimized women’s roaming and their visual 
power on shopping items in the department store 
and reduced the impression of flâneuses as 
immoral streetwalkers (Friedberg 36-37). 
Florence’s look on these shopping items denies 
the active visual power of examining the public 
space and reinforces the consumerist nature of her 
look as in a housewife’s look. Her attempt at 
looking on men and breaking free the gendered 
space eventually put her look back to a 
traditionally safe space for flâneuses to exhibit 
visual power. Florence’s final destination close to a 
feminine space demonstrates what Hugo Frey calls 
“masculine outlook” (82) of Malle’s films, but in a 
different way than Malle does in his documentary. 
As Frey argues, Malle’s typical male perspective is 
demonstrated through his deliberate termination 
of a sequence when the female character becomes 
actively observant and enquiring (82). However, 

Malle does not terminate Florence’s wandering 
sequence when she is walking through the busy 
traffic, a masculine space, nor does the sequence 
end when the camera pans to show Florence’s 
active observation when she misidentifies the male 
driver as Julien. He rather pushes Florence back to 
a limited feminine space after she transgresses into 
a masculine space, a setting manipulation to assert 
Florence’s “feminine” essentials. Even though 
Malle emphasizes Florence’s active perception 
and mitigates the audience’s sexualized look on 
her body as an erotic object when the panning 
movement shows Florence’s misidentification of 
the male driver, the less passivity of Florence’s 
body does not mean less passivity of her interiority. 
Arguably, it is Florence’s expression of her internal 
struggles that overrides the passivity of her 
physicality at the moment she calls “Julien”. If 
Florence’s physical passivity comes from her 
inability to deny the passersby’s objectifying looks, 
then her subjective passivity comes from her 
inability to control her fate. Florence initiates this 
crime scene when she and Julien plan to kill her 
husband, but she is passively trapped in a situation 
in which she cannot conceal the murder she plans 
with Julien, neither can she escape with Julien as 
Julien has unexpectedly disappeared. Unlike 
housewives, Florence’s relation to her lover does 
not reflect a social expectation of women’s 
domestic connections to family members but her 
self-exploration for her true feelings of love. The 
extramarital affair with Julien shapes Florence as 
an immoral housewife who abandons familial 
values in search of her love passion. This is when 
Louis Malle emphasizes Moreau’s persona as an 
“impassioned lover” (Genevière 189), who actively 
pursues love but is rendered eternally unable to 
experience love. The moment Florence’s gait 
becomes active is also the moment she 
foregrounds another level of passivity in her 
interiority—the inaccessibility of love. Other than 
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de Beauvoir’s passive body-passive mind relation, 
Florence’s reconciliation between body-mind 
interaction demonstrates another possibility: a 
passive mind can be expressed through an active 
body.  

Unlike Malle, who emphasizes the relation 
between Florence’s body and space by keeping 
her body in frame within her wandering setting, 
Varda focuses more on the portrayal of Cléo’s 
subjectivity than her physical position in space 
through POV shots. Although Varda uses 
comparable long takes as Malle, she does not 
constantly keep Cléo’s body in frame to stress her 
physical relation to the setting. The tracking 
camera shows Cléo’s viewpoint as she wanders 
through a line of patrons sitting outside the café. 
The audience sees the patrons smoking, reading 
and hearing what the patrons are discussing just 
like what Cléo does. Varda continues to use POV 
shots to show Cléo’s viewpoint as she sits, but now 
the camera movement abandons the tracking 
movement and becomes static. An extended POV 
shot takes place again when Cléo re-initiates her 
movement in the café. Regardless of the duration 
of each shot, Varda’s use of POV shots establishes 
the relation between her existence and the space 
not through her physicality, but her active 
perception. Although both Malle and Varda create 
the visual demonstration of their wandering 
woman’s spatial exploration, Varda’s extended 
POV shots offer the audience more intimate 
knowledge of Cléo’s spatial experiences even 
though her body image is not consistently shown 
as in Florence’s case. Deepening into Cléo’s 
perception discourages the audience’s erotic look 
on her gait and emphasizes more of her active 
subjectivity.  

It is when Cléo decides to extend her 
active perception from the closed to the public 
space that makes her body passive. After hearing 
the patrons talking about her friend, Dorothée, 

Cléo steps out the café to find Dorothée. Unlike 
Malle who showcases Florence’s unawareness of 
the passersby, Varda employs over-the-should 
shots and tracking camera movements to address 
the passersby’s faces from Cléo’s viewpoint (Ungar 
67). Interestingly, like Florence, it is also when Cléo 
wanders in front of a line of department stores, a 
“feminine space”, that her body becomes a 
passive bearer of the passersby’s looks; but unlike 
Malle, Varda does not emphasize the department 
store setting, and she continues to use POV shots 
to show the passersby Cléo encounters. Dissimilar 
to the patrons who are sitting still outside the café 
as Cléo wanders through, these passersby on the 
street adopt dynamic body movements in the 
public space similar to the wandering Cléo. If body 
can be treated as an integral part to the human 
expression of interiority, then the same body 
movements speak to the same subjective 
awareness of an individual’s relation to other 
spatial elements. This is exactly what happens 
between Cléo and the passerby as they both 
become aware of each other when they adopt 
similar dynamic body movements. Although POV 
shots indicate Cléo’s ability to return the 
passerby’s gaze, Cléo’s awareness that her body is 
inescapable from the passersby’s looks transfer to 
her subjective fear of attracting overwhelming 
attention, which is manifested in a series of cross-
cuts of the looks from individuals she encountered 
in the past. Cléo’s interactive body-mind relation 
is demonstrated through a transition from active 
observation of the surroundings to passive 
physicality of being looked at. Like Florence, 
Cléo’s activity at the physical level also transitions 
to the passivity on the subjective level, but her 
awareness of the passersby’s looks also 
demonstrates her awareness of the possible 
passivity at her physical level. This awareness of 
passive physicality further intensifies Cléo’s 
memories of attention she has attracted from the 
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individuals that she previously encountered. 
People did not look at her in the past are not 
staring at her. At this moment, the attention Cléo’s 
body attracts is transferred to the attention her 
mind passively receives. Cléo’s passive interiority 
originates from her active observation of patrons 
in the café and other streetwalkers, but this active 
observation leads to the awareness of her body as 
a passive bearer of the passersby’s looks. 

Conclusion 
Between 1958 and 1962, French New 

Wave revolutionized the depiction of female 
characters through a renegotiation of cinematic 
representation of women’s social position. From 
1958 to 1959, New Wave filmmakers not only 
included more heroines than non-New Wave 
filmmakers, but also showed these heroines 
oblivious to the traditional feminine value of 
families (Sellier 148). A woman’s wandering in the 
public space directly refuses her limitation in 
domesticity. Considering a long absence of a 
female’s legitimate identity in the flânerie culture, 
the characterization of wandering women in New 
Wave cinema questions the validity of a default sex 
in a culture and speaks to a new possibility of 
active exploration as a subordinate group member 
in society. This paper extends from Simone de 
Beauvoir’s idea of the second sex, which speaks to 
women’s passivity through an interactive body-
mind relation, to a possible “third sex,” a new 
existence of sex which finds women’s passive mind 
in their active body movements. Louis Malle’s 
portrayal of Florence in Elevator to the Gallows  
(1958) and Agnès Varda’s depiction of Cléo in Cléo 
from 5 to 7  (1962) demonstrate an active body-
passive mind relation through the contrast 
between the two wandering women’s free 
wandering gait and uncontrollable fate. Besides 
this active body-passive mind relation, the 
analyses of visibility, temporality, and spatiality 

also demonstrate the wandering woman’s passive 
body through the wandering women’s inability to 
escape from the passersby’s looks and their active 
minds when they are ruminating on an uncertain 
future crisis. The co-existence of activity and 
passivity in both body and mind throws light on a 
further discussion of existentialist approach of sex: 
a denial of the body-mind dichotomy indicates a 
nonbinary, fluid active-passive relation which 
refuses any external views that tend to define an 
individual’s existence.  

Works Cited 

Ascenseur Pour L’échafaud (Elevator to the 
Gallows). Directed by Louis Malle, 1958. 

Cléo de 5 à 7 (Cléo from 5 to 7). Directed by 
Agnès Varda, 1962.  

De Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex. 
Translated by Constance Borde and 
Sheila Malovany Chevallier, Vintage 
Books, 1949. 

Friedberg, Anne. Window Shopping: Cinema and 
the Postmodern, University of California 
Press, 1993. 

Haskell, Molly. “Belle Dame sans Merci.” Holding 
My Own in No Man’s Hand, Oxford 
University Press, 1997, pp. 65-70. 

Herbeck, Mariah Devereux. “An Introduction to 
Narrative Drift.” Wandering Women in 
French Film and Literature: A Study of 
Narrative Drift, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, 
pp. 9-34. 

Ross, Kristin. Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: 
Decolonization and the Reordering of 
French Culture. The MIT Press, 1996. 

Sellier, Geneviève. “The Women of the New 
Wave: Between Modern and Archaic.” 
Masculine Singular: French New Wave 



15 

bowdoin journal of cinema, vol. ii, may 2022 

Cinema, Duke University Press, 2008, pp. 
145-183.

Vincendeau, Ginette. “Jeanne Moreau and the 
Actresses of the New Wave: New Wave, 
New Stars.” Star and Stardom in French 
Cinema, Bloomsbruy Publishing Plc, 
2000, pp. 110-135. 




