4

Candid camera, or an aesthetic of
transcendence

In Chapter 3, we saw how Catherine Wheatley’s work on HansenLøve’s films has drawn attention to how their narratives engage
with theological dimensions of human experience, through her
protagonists’ ‘search for God’ or a state resembling salvation. Hansen-Løve’s vocabulary alone – forgiveness and the connotations
of paradise in the titles of All Is Forgiven and Eden – confirms this
tendency towards the theological as well as the philosophical,
and both her use of certain locations and her manner of filming
them (particularly in Father of My Children) produce unmistakeably Christian imagery. We might say that a certain spirituality, in
the form of a clarity and power of emotion and intense romantic
or family love, characterises all her films to date. This aspect of
Hansen-Løve’s filmmaking seems to arise both from personal
inclination and from her cinematic influences, among whom she
particularly counts Eric Rohmer and Robert Bresson (Catholic
and Catholic-influenced directors respectively). She has stated
that when she first viewed the films of Bresson, master of the
so-called ‘transcendental style’, she identified immediately with
the ‘entirely bodily’ mode of spirituality that animates Bresson’s
actors.1 By articulating how religious belief contributed to shaping
the film philosophies of Bresson and Rohmer and outlining
Hansen-Løve’s commentaries on their legacy and her consciousness of their influence, this chapter will explore the (Christian)
theological dimension of her approach to filmmaking, and the
type of images it produces. Focusing on the aesthetic rather
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Figure 4.1 Basilica of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Ravenna, Father of My Children

than the ethical dimension of the tendency towards religiosity
identified in Chapter 3, this chapter will develop the account of
Hansen-Løve’s world-view begun in Chapters 1 to 3, analysing
how her visual style combines the bodily and the spiritual in a
manner reminiscent of both Christian theology and phenomenological philosophy. I shall begin with a discussion of HansenLøve’s representations of children, physical passion and pastoral
beauty, before moving on to the film philosophies of Rohmer and
Bresson and their influence upon Hansen-Løve’s image-making
(Figure 4.1).

‘Palpitations of life’
Early in a lengthy interview with Hansen-Løve for the radio
channel France Culture, journalist Laure Adler explains that her
personal appreciation of Hansen-Løve’s first two feature films is
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that they overflow with the feelings of life (sentiments de la vie)
or ‘palpitations of life’ (palpitations de la vie).2 This leads in due
course to discussion of Hansen-Løve’s awakening to her desire
for a career in cinema when she acted in Assayas’s Late August,
Early September in 1998, a shoot which, she says, convinced her
that cinema is not just an ‘art of life’ (art de vie), but an ‘art of
living’ (art de vivre), seemingly because it brings together the very
different activities of writing and directing, which are solitary and
demandingly sociable respectively. Hansen-Løve and Adler agree
about the importance of ‘life’ to her films, therefore, but Adler’s
spectatorial view seems to point to an actual energy transmitted
by them, the kind of energy seen in children’s play and sexual relationships, as well as in the ethical emotions experienced when
viewing art or scenes of natural beauty. Agreement with Adler’s
observation about Hansen-Løve’s ‘palpitations of life’ leads me
to start this chapter by dwelling on some of these particularly
enlivening aspects of her films – the irrepressible playfulness of
children in All Is Forgiven and The Father of My Children, physical
passion in Goodbye First Love, and pastoral beauty in All Is Forgiven,
Goodbye First Love, Things to Come and Maya.
All Is Forgiven begins with scenes of play, in which Victor is at
home in Vienna and alone with Pamela on the morning of her
sixth birthday. Encouragingly and gently he asks Pamela about
the names of her dolls, and when his sister Martine telephones to
wish Pamela a happy birthday, he gives her the phone to encourage
autonomous action on her part. It is when father and daughter
go outside to play with rackets and a ball, however, that actual
playfulness takes over, as Victor both indulges his own greater
adroitness with a racket and limits his dominance so that Pamela,
who squeals and laughs as she runs around, has some chance to
engage in the game. It is clear from these two brief scenes that
despite the inability to hold down a job and stay sober that Victor
will shortly demonstrate, he is both interested in and attentive to
Pamela (albeit less constantly than her mother), and that Pamela
is attached to him and unaware of anything ‘wrong’ with her
father. Scenes of children’s playfulness and play-acting also set
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up the domestic happiness of the Canvel family in Father of My
Children, since when Grégoire eventually gets home to Sylvia and
his children for the weekend after having had his driving licence
confiscated for speeding, his younger daughters Valentine and
Billie have prepared a version of French television’s regular 8pm
news programme. The rest of the family settles down on the sofa
to watch the spoof, which is directed at Grégoire and earns his
two younger daughters a spanking as affectionate as the spirit in
which they prepared the miniature show.
The following morning, we watch Billie playing at building
a model of some kind, so absorbed in the activity that she talks
to herself, assessing her progress as she puts the puzzle’s pieces
together. Valentine, meanwhile, is still in bed and decides to hide
under the covers, with the express intention of getting Grégoire to
spot her ploy, which he does, announcing to the household that
he cannot imagine where Valentine has disappeared to but then
pouncing on her and indulging in a physical rough-and-tumble
that makes her giggle and squeal. Hansen-Løve’s observation of
the interactions between children and parents in all these scenes
is both acute and unusually oriented towards the children’s
experience: she renders childish excitement convincingly while
also lending children’s activity (such as Billie’s model-building)
interest and dignity, never trivialising the creativity that can be
found in their play.
Given the centrality of Camille and Sullivan’s relationship
to Goodbye First Love, there are actually relatively few sex
scenes in the film. Hansen-Løve elects instead to indicate the
relationship’s intensity indirectly, through its volatility and the
way in which it influences the rest of the young protagonists’
lives. Whereas Camille displays a seemingly hopeless romantic
idealism, telling her mother that Sullivan is ‘the one’ [l’homme
de ma vie], a preoccupation by the relationship that is causing
her to cry all the time and sapping her of energy for other social
relationships, Sullivan seems energised by Camille’s beauty
and her devotion to him, an energy memorably recorded in the
film’s opening sequence, where he cycles through the dawn to
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get condoms from a machine, also buying a red rose he tosses to
Camille when he returns to her. It is this mismatch between the
pair that causes the relationship to break down, since for Camille
it is the most important thing in her life, whereas Sullivan is
determined to travel to South America ‘to become a real [that is,
well-rounded] person’. However, it is the same discomfort with
intense, committed relationships that causes Sullivan to leave
Camille for the second time years later, and this now seems like
an inadequacy on his part, while Camille’s difficulty in definitively breaking up with Sullivan now seems more admirable –
a genuine difficulty in moving beyond an unusual passion,
rather than teenage idealism. This kind of even-handedness
(or ambivalence) is one of the best indications of Hansen-Løve’s
skill at depicting profound and formative relationships: rather
than taking sides with one character over another, which would
bring in moral considerations, she sets out the stakes for both
characters, and concentrates on the emotions involved, which if
they are resolved (and typically they are not), only attain such
resolution over long periods of time.

Pastoral beauty in France and India in All Is
Forgiven, Goodbye First Love, Things to Come
and Maya
The beauty of nature, particularly that of various regions of
France, plays a regular part in Hansen-Løve’s films, as early as
her début feature All Is Forgiven, which is set mostly in Paris. In
the closing scenes of the film the action moves to the Corrèze,
in the Limousin region, which is the home of Pamela’s stepgrandfather, Paul. It is summer, and via the mediation of her
aunt Martine, Pamela has just met up with her biological father
Victor for the first time in over eleven years. Straight after these
two meetings, for the second of which Pamela meets Victor
alone (rather than with her schoolfriend Judith as on the first
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occasion), the scene cuts to children (Pamela’s cousins, it
emerges) playing in a river where they are catching tadpoles, and
after Pamela joins them, the group walks back to Paul’s home
through rolling meadows and fields in glorious sunshine. With
such a large and beautifully situated French country residence
to spend her summers in, these scenes indicate how Pamela’s
mother Annette’s second marriage to André has integrated her
and their famille recomposée into the bourgeoisie in a way that her
first marriage to Victor could never have done: Victor’s inability
to hold down a job meant that it was only in her native Vienna
(where the family lived for several years) that Annette could live
comfortably. But first and foremost, the beauty of the Corrèze
seems to intervene in All Is Forgiven to indicate the pleasure and
joy that might result from the re-acquaintance of Victor with his
daughter, on both their parts: Victor writes to Pamela while she
is away in order to say how much it means to him that they have
been reunited (all too briefly as it turns out), and Pamela replies
almost instantly. The phone call that brings the news of Victor’s
death abruptly punctures the timeless beauty of Paul’s Corrèze
home, after which Victor’s funeral takes place in Paris, but the
film then returns to the Corrèze, and in an apparently symbolic
final scene, Pamela asks to be excused from the family table,
where nothing related to Victor’s life or death can be discussed
because of her mother’s inability to do so, and walks away into
the greenery surrounding the house. It is only in Nature and not
in bourgeois comfort, it seems, that Pamela can find some solace
for her biological father’s unexpected early death.
It is in Goodbye First Love that the pastoral beauty of France
plays the largest part in Hansen-Løve’s work to date. During their
initial relationship early in the film, Camille and Sullivan take a
holiday at her parents’ second home in the Ardèche, which has
wonderful views onto the surrounding countryside of valleys and
mountains, sited as it is on a grassy slope with orchards around
and below it. Sullivan climbs a tree from which he can speak to
Camille as she opens shutters in the bedroom they choose to
sleep in, and the couple then go out into the countryside: Sullivan
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befriends and mounts a horse and helps Camille climb up behind
him for a short ride, and while out walking they stumble across
a picturesque unoccupied dwelling that Camille says is her
‘dream house’ (maison de mes rêves). The couple then pick and
eat cherries growing wild, just as Jean Renoir’s characters did in
Partie de campagne/A Day in the Country (1936). This sequence
ends with a carefully framed image of the couple embracing in a
sunny clearing that seals the link Hansen-Løve is making between
natural beauty and their physical love, and although Camille and
Sullivan then fall out due to the different expectations they have
of relationships, pastoral scenes reoccur when they have made
up again, with the fifteen-minute ‘Ardèche’ chapter of the film
closing on scenes of the couple hiking to and swimming in the
Loire river, happily and playfully enjoying one another’s company
again (Figure 4.2).
In the traditional literary sense, pastoral is a genre found from
the classical to the Romantic eras, depicting a bucolic society far

Figure 4.2 Sullivan and Camille swim in the Loire, Goodbye First Love
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from the complexity and corruption of the city, and although
the natural beauty of French regions such as the Limousin and
the Ardèche in Hansen-Løve’s films may not be pastoral in this
sense, it seems to function in the same way for her characters. In
Things to Come Nathalie twice visits her former pupil Fabien at
the farmhouse retreat he has bought with his German friends and
girlfriend Elsa in the Vercors, where they live cheaply in order to
be able to write and publish. The second visit has the purpose
of making the household a gift of her mother’s obese black cat
Pandora, in a symbolic completion of Nathalie’s mourning for
her mother (Pandora has been Nathalie’s domestic companion
since her mother went into care, and shocks Nathalie on her first
Vercors visit by ‘reverting’ to a life of hunting birds and vermin
she has actually never known). This brief second visit takes place
in winter, but the first one occurs in summer heat, when the
mountains, meadows and scenery of the Vercors are at their most
beautiful: as Nathalie arrives and discovers the farmhouse’s idyllic
location, she exclaims: ‘It’s paradise here!’ One scene in particular
during her visit illustrates the importance of the region’s natural
beauty, when we see Nathalie walk through a wood alone (it
seems to be early in the day) and emerge onto a grassy hillside
with a magnificent vista of snow-capped mountains beyond,
where she looks around in wonder before choosing a comfortable
spot to lie and read in the sun (Figure 4.3). On another occasion
everyone living and staying at the farmhouse decamps to a nearby
river and waterfall where they swim and sunbathe, Nathalie on
her own and Fabien with Elsa, but the sense of the restorative
power of Nature is just as strong as that of Nathalie’s solitude.
In the Vercors episodes of Things to Come, just as in the closing
scenes of All Is Forgiven and parts of Goodbye First Love, HansenLøve’s protagonists experience Nature in much the same way as
in the tradition of pastoral literature: despite the entirely different
historical context of a very earth- and ecology-conscious twentyfirst-century Europe, natural beauty calms and refreshes them,
as well as instilling wonder, functions that are ethical as well as
aesthetic.
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Figure 4.3 Nathalie in the Vercors, Things to Come

A rather different spin is put upon the natural beauty of
the Goan landscape in Maya, insofar as tourism is Goa’s main
industry (many of the beaches seen in the film are crowded and
lined with bars, cafés and nightclubs). When Gabriel awakes
from the one-night stand with a tourist he spots dancing alone
in a club shortly after first meeting Maya, the dominating view of
the palm-lined beach and an inland lake he gets from the balcony
of her rustically styled accommodation is breathtaking – a Goan
version of the idyllic beach views sought by tourists worldwide
(Figure 4.4). Away from the coast, lush tropical vegetation and
abundant wildlife is everywhere: Maya and Gabriel explore
a ruined fortress overgrown by greenery, spotting an eagle
overhead, after returning from the boat trip with Monty, Sigrid
and their friends where they have seen dolphins swimming
nearby, and observe exotic parrots near the Hazara Rama temple
a few days later. The ample garden of Gabriel’s inherited villa-style
house has run completely wild and needs as much attention as
the house, and the much more cultivated gardens of the Nilaya
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Figure 4.4 Gabriel glimpses a typical Goan beach, Maya

hotel, situated in what used to be jungle (as Monty tells Gabriel
when first introducing it to him), serve as the backdrop to several
important conversations between Gabriel and Maya. Despite
the crowds of tourists and tropical location, the beach-oriented
lifestyle of swimming and sunbathing Gabriel avails himself of
while in Goa serves a similar purpose to the more traditional
kind of pastoral leisure offered by France’s Corrèze, Ardèche and
Vercors in Hansen-Løve’s earlier films – relaxation, refreshment
and reinvigoration.

A transcendental style for the twenty-first
century? Hansen-Løve’s aesthetic of
transcendence
In an interview conducted after the release of Father of My
Children in 2009, Hansen-Løve answers the question of what
the French New Wave means for her by evoking the cinema
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of François Truffaut and Eric Rohmer in particular. She likes
‘everything’ of Truffaut’s, she says, while with Rohmer, whose
work strikes her as cerebral and ‘wordy’ (du côté de la parole) – a
quality widely observed of Rohmer’s films – ‘what stays with
you after having seen them is the physical feeling of a mystery,
of something invisible. With him, extreme clarity opens
onto the deepest mystery’ (Frodon 2009: 28). This is very
theological vocabulary, which befits the inclination of some of
Rohmer’s work towards questions of faith and doubt: his first
really successful film, My Night with Maud/Ma nuit chez Maud
(1969), has been viewed as a dramatisation of Pascal’s wager,
in which the seventeenth-century philosopher proposed that
men might bet with their lives on whether God exists or not.
Rohmer was a devout Catholic who kept his personal, family
life and his film-making work separate, and did not often treat
theological or religious issues (My Night with Maud, one of the
‘Six Moral Tales’ Rohmer made between 1962 and 1972, being
an exception), but he did sometimes speak or write about the
links he saw between cinema and Christianity. Hansen-Løve
does not comment on these, but has evidently been influenced
by more than just the ‘mystery’ in Rohmer’s films, since in the
same interview she indicates that it was in part through sympathy
with the wordiness of the films of Rohmer and Truffaut (and
also Jacques Doillon) that she developed a cinematic style
distinct from the ‘mute cinema’ (cinéma mutique) finding favour
with many of her young contemporaries (Frodon 2009: 28). In
such work, the capacity of speech to convey truth – the ‘phonocentrism’ deconstructed in favour of an emphasis on writing
and difference in the work of Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) –
is neither respected nor exploited. The popularity of almost
wordless films among various filmmakers of the decades
between the Nouvelle Vague and the 2000s made it seem ‘[a]s
if speech were superficial and that truth lay only with bodies.
I don’t believe this, and don’t want to be classified as making
this mute kind of film, which my early shorts reacted against
by containing many dialogues’ (Frodon 2009: 28).3 In their
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employment of speech and dialogue, Hansen-Løve’s features
to date resemble Rohmer’s as much as they do those of many
of her contemporaries,4 allowing us to think that she would
like the mystery and invisibility not opposed to the clarity of
language that she observes in Rohmer’s films to be detectable in
her own – a question I shall return to later in this chapter.
Another pre-New Wave French director who has evidently
influenced Hansen-Løve is Robert Bresson, whose film-making
career began before and during the Second World War but did
not really take off until after it, with Diary of a Country Priest/
Journal d’un curé de campagne (1951), A Man Escaped/Un
condamné à mort s’est échappé (1956) and Pickpocket (1959).
Faith and religious belief figure frequently in these films, with
Diary of a Country Priest adapting the novel of the same name
by French Catholic writer Georges Bernanos and telling of an
idealistic young parish priest’s suffering and failure to integrate
into the community. The experience of redemption has always
been recognised as one of Bresson’s most important concerns
in his story of the eponymous thief of Pickpocket. In 1966, the
American critic Susan Sontag devoted a chapter of her book
Against Interpretation to Bresson, entitled ‘Spiritual style in
the films of Robert Bresson’, in which she offers the view that
Bresson’s 1950s films are ‘spiritual’ not on account of their
content but on account of their spare, undecorative, antidramatic form. Belonging to a poorly understood tradition
she calls ‘the reflective or contemplative’ (Sontag 1966/2009:
179), these films are often found to be cold and remote, which
is, Sontag explains, why the critical success of Bresson’s cinema
always outstripped its popularity with the viewing public. In
Sontag’s view, however, this detachment is an effect of a particular
way it has of mediating its emotional power. In ‘[g]reat reflective
art’, she maintains, ‘[t]he pull toward emotional involvement
is counterbalanced by elements in the work that promote
distance, disinterestedness, impartiality. Emotional involvement
is always, to a greater or lesser degree, postponed’ (Sontag 2009:
177). The critic and filmmaker Paul Schrader was to extend
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this view of Bresson’s style in Transcendental Style in Film: Ozu,
Bresson, Dreyer, where he expounds a thesis that these and ‘other
directors in various countries have forged a remarkably common
film form’ (Schrader 1972: 3). Rather than being ‘determined
by the film-makers’ personalities, culture, politics, economics,
or morality’, this form is the result of ‘the desire to express the
Transcendent in art and the nature of the film medium’ (1972: 3).
I am not suggesting here that Hansen-Løve’s style directly
imitates Bresson’s, since it is not at all spare, distanced, disinterested or remote, and it is unclear how her contemporary stories
of families, children and adolescents would accommodate such
a style, but Bresson is a director she esteems, and who exerted
a particular influence on Father of My Children. This influence
was transmitted via Humbert Balsan, the producer on whom
the character of Grégoire Canvel is based, who played the role
of Gawain in Bresson’s 1974 film Lancelot of the Lake/Lancelot
du lac, and was second assistant director to Bresson on The Devil
Probably/Le diable probablement (1977). With this connection
of Balsan with Bresson in mind, I shall set out next how Father
of My Children might, despite its contemporaneity, be termed
‘Bressonian’.
In an interview with Cineaste magazine conducted amid the
initial screenings of Father of My Children in the US in March
2010, it is suggested to Hansen-Løve that Bresson’s spirit hovers
over the film, even if his name is never mentioned. She replies that
the lack of specific references to Bresson ‘is deliberate since, as a
director, I want to create my own language and my own references’
(Porton 2010: 11), but continues:
But there’s the question of the influence Bresson had on
Humbert Balsan. When I went for the first time to visit
Balsan in his office on Rue Montmartre, I remember that
there was a very large Lancelot du Lac poster on the wall
behind him. And he was also very proud to show me the
view from his window of L’église Saint-Eustache, where
one of the most important scenes in The Devil Probably was
shot. (Porton 2010: 11)
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As a meditation on suicide (its main protagonist Charles
eventually commits suicide in circumstances also interpretable as murder), The Devil Probably would seem to have been an
important film for Balsan, but despite the latter’s legendary status
in the French film community as the pro-auteurist producer of
directors like Claire Denis, Elia Suleiman and Béla Tarr, the
community was at a loss to explain or understand his suicide
in 2005, the year after Hansen-Løve’s visit to him to discuss his
interest in producing All Is Forgiven. Hansen-Løve’s explanation
of Balsan’s career trajectory is that ‘[h]e would have liked a career
as an actor. When he realised that this wasn’t possible, he found
another way of nurturing his love for film that was perhaps even
better than being an actor’ (Porton 2010: 11). She and Balsan
‘had a bond in that we both started as actors’ (2010: 11), and
she describes her encounter with him as ‘probably one of the two
or three most important I’ve had in the world of cinema’ (2010:
11). This closeness does suggest that her interpretation of Balsan’s
character and of Bresson’s influence upon it may be accurate. Just
as with the importance of Catholicism to Bresson, Balsan had
had a Jesuit education, and an intimate knowledge of the history
of Christianity is an element of the character of Grégoire Canvel
emphasised in Father of My Children.
Several scenes in Father of My Children illustrate this knowledgability on Grégoire’s part, which is never commented on by his
professional colleagues, perhaps because they are ignorant of it.
Within walking distance of the family’s country home in the Loire
valley is a ruined chapel built by the Knights Templar that they
visit on the very weekend Grégoire has had to hand his driving
licence over to the police. Announcing that this is not just any
chapel, Grégoire explains the history of the Crusades to the Holy
Land and the history and identity of the Knights Templar to his
younger daughters, who are more interested in climbing a ladder
abandoned inside the ruin (which Grégoire forbids) than in his
history lesson. This is a short scene whose emotional resonance
only becomes fully apparent after Grégoire’s death, when Sylvia
and her daughters revisit the chapel to sit in silence and remember
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him. A brief shot of the abandoned ladder, pointing heavenward,
recalls Grégoire’s authority in Christian matters, both intellectually and as the pater familias, even if his suicide can be considered
to mark him a failure at fatherhood. Sylvia and the three girls
return home in silence, a tight-knit group of mourners illuminated
by the setting sun.
In another scene during the family holiday to Italy cut short
by Grégoire’s breaking of his promise to Sylvia not to conduct
business on his mobile while away, Grégoire’s familiarity with
Christian art is demonstrated as he explains the meaning
of a basilica’s mosaic-studded dome to Valentine and Billie:
Saint Apollinaire, the first Christian bishop, is surrounded by
a number of sheep symbolising Christ’s disciples (the sheep
on its own is Peter, while John and James are the two sheep
huddled together). Despite his daughters’ greater interest in
running around the church trying out a spy-glass or lighting a
candle, Grégoire succeeds momentarily here, as he did in the
Knights Templar chapel, in getting his audience to listen to
his lesson and even to make observations about the dome’s
mosaics. Hansen-Løve’s camera picks out the details of these
as they are mentioned, and the climax of the scene is a brief
shot of the disembodied hand of God at the top of the dome,
which Grégoire indicates to Valentine and Billie by imitating the
hand’s gesture of pointing (although in the reverse direction).
A proximity and even an identity between Grégoire and God
is obviously being suggested by this shot, one which takes on
meaning through Grégoire/Balsan’s thorough familiarity with
and influence by Christian history and art.
Another scene in Ravenna in Father of My Children offers
Hansen-Løve a further opportunity for religious symbolism: the
family are bathing in a stream and some rockpools whose waters
are chalky white rather than clear. Valentine swims wearing only
the bottom half of a bikini, so that her flat, pre-pubescent chest
is visible as well as the sun-imprinted silhouette of her bikini
top (images that might conceivably have been objected to in
2010 if Hansen-Løve had not already proven herself an excellent
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and respectful filmer of children). As she immerses herself fully
in the milky white water, Valentine throws back her head and
paddles around on her back with only her head protruding, so
that her head is framed by the water and her face illuminated
by shafts of sunlight – the very image of a baptism or other
religious rite, in which Valentine’s youth and vulnerability are
emphasised and the opaque water means that only her head and
face can be seen.5 Mixing Christian imagery with the pantheistically inclined appreciation of Nature observed as ‘pastoral’
earlier in this chapter, this is a powerful and unforgettable scene
despite its brevity, where Hansen-Løve’s mise en scène and cinematography are far more important than the inconsequential
narrative action.
Scenes such as the ones in Ravenna described above, like the
bleaker images of addiction and breakdown seen in All Is Forgiven
and Eden, confirm the considerable emotional power of HansenLøve’s dramas. This power functions in a remarkably calm and
balanced fashion: there is never so much as a hint of melodrama
(in which the spectator is absorbed by and buffeted around by
characters’ dilemmas), and nor is the spectator detached and
distanced from emotional drama as with Bresson’s ‘spiritual style’
as explained by Sontag. The importance Hansen-Løve attaches to
speech is certainly part of the reason for this calm and balance,
since the films’ dialogues offer sufficient articulation of characters’
states of mind to make them intellectually engaging as well as
emotionally profound. But the depths of feeling Hansen-Løve
plumbs are far from fully explored and explained – in other words,
her narratives do unquestionably hold some of the invisibility and
‘mystery’ that Hansen-Løve finds in Rohmer’s cinema. There are
several possible ways of accounting for this, of which the first is
her rejection of authorial omniscience, and another is what she
herself calls ‘ambivalence’:
There’s an ambivalence that you find in all my films,
perhaps because it’s part of my personality. But it might
also have to do with the fact that I never went to film
school. I’ve been very lucky to be able to write films as a
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kind of translation of my world view, without having to
pass through a screenwriting system, full of ideas about
what’s good and bad, efficient and inefficient. I’ve always
had confidence in the spectator: in their ability to put
together a story, to manage ellipses, to fill gaps. I think
it can be stimulating for them. And that’s why my films
are perceived as so ambiguous. At film school they teach
writers to say things very clearly, it’s more black and
white – I’m simplifying, of course – but in effect I have
the right to write in shades of grey because no one ever
forced me to be more explicit. (Wheatley 2016: 27)

One example of this ambivalence might be the relationship
between Nathalie and Fabien in Things to Come: is Nathalie
attracted to her former pupil as is suggested by her family’s
reaction when Fabien calls briefly at their apartment early in
the film, when Chloe and Johann are visiting their parents? If
she is – and her relationship with Fabien certainly becomes one
of intimate friendship when she confides in him about the end
of her marriage – then this is never actually visible or explicitly
acknowledged by Nathalie.
Ambivalence and a rejection of authorial omniscience are
two factors contributing to the sense of ‘mystery’ retained in
Hansen-Løve’s cinema, but another equally important one, I
propose, is the very understanding of human (inter)subjectivity
with which she works, indications of which are provided both
by her academic background and the film-critical vocabulary she
uses. Hansen-Løve is not just the daughter of two philosophy
teachers, since she herself completed a Masters’ thesis on the
German phenomenological philosopher Max Scheler, the author
of a 1913 treatise entitled On Sympathy. An allusion to the philosophical idea of sympathy occurs at the start of Things to Come,
during the visit to Chateaubriand’s seaside grave that Nathalie
and Heinz make in Brittany: it is windy, and Nathalie is inside
the boat’s cabin marking essays while Heinz and their children
are out on deck, as the camera tracks slowly in to show us the
title of the piece of work she is reading – ‘Can one put oneself
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in the place of the Other?’ And in an interview about Father of
My Children, Hansen-Løve agrees that there may be parallels
between her interest in phenomenology and her chosen career:
‘Looking back on it, I see that there are some parallels that I’m
drawing on. The book [On Sympathy] deals with universal
sympathy, empathy, alterity, concern for others. And these are all
issues that are dealt with in cinema’ ( Jones 2010: 56). HansenLøve’s familiarity with Schelerian phenomenology, I suggest,
does not just contribute to the measured, contemplative style
of her films, but indicates an adherence to the anti-Cartesian
understanding of human subjectivity shared by most phenomenologists (Husserl, Scheler, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty). In
this understanding, consciousness is embodied and material,
rather than the seat of a rational mind separated from a purely
mechanical body. Phenomenology undoes the mind‒body
dualism established by Descartes in the seventeenth century
and develops a ‘monist’ rather than a dualist understanding of
human subjectivity, according to which the mind works with and
through the body rather than separately from it. The influence of
phenomenological monism on Hansen-Løve can help to explain
the mixed approach she takes to the body in film, whereby
bodily action is essential to how she works with the medium
(it constantly conveys her characters’ desires and motivations),
but in which she is suspicious of allowing bodies to be the sole
site of truth, insisting that this belongs just as much to language.
Her acquaintance with phenomenological philosophy can also
explain the use she often makes of the term ‘incarnation’ to
describe the power of embodied speech in the cinema – the films
of Rohmer being her usual example.6 In addition to its theological
sense of the materialisation of the Holy Spirit in the person of
Christ, ‘incarnation’ is used by Christian phenomenologists such
as Gabriel Marcel and Scheler (Scheler was the son of a Lutheran
pastor and an Orthodox Jewish mother who converted to
Catholicism in the 1910s) to refer to the incarnation of language –
one sense of logos – in the flesh. This sense of incarnation is still a
theological meaning, but describes the consubstantiality of word
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and flesh (logos and corpus) rather than the incarnation of God
in human form.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Hansen-Løve’s interest
in the philosophical idea of sympathy can help to explain how
spectatorial alignment with her film characters is never exclusive,
but is shared: in All Is Forgiven, it is shared between Victor and
Pamela; in Father of My Children, between Grégoire, Sylvia and
Clémence; while Sullivan in Goodbye First Love and Maya of Maya
share ‘protagonist’ status with the leading characters Camille and
Gabriel respectively. As a director, Hansen-Løve might be said
to exhibit an ethical generosity towards her characters, always
sympathising with more than one of them and never taking sides in
their disputes. Her understanding of and feeling for her characters
is profound, but is combined with a great deal of ambivalence as
seen in their unexplained actions and reactions. As viewers, we
feel deeply with and sometimes for the characters, but are not
encouraged to sympathise with one rather than another, and are
not offered any metalanguage with which to pick over characters’
emotional states. To view a Hansen-Løve film is to enter into the
screen world her characters inhabit and experience it with them,
phenomenologically.

Candid camera
A striking quality of Hansen-Løve’s filmmaking is the lucidity
with which it represents a huge range of human emotions, from
joy and intense romantic love via depression to desperation. Her
focus on feelings is penetrating without being analytic: emotional
states such as Camille’s despair at Sullivan’s inconstancy are unflinchingly visually conveyed, and feelings are frankly expressed
verbally by those characters inclined to such expression – most
of the films’ main protagonists, though it applies less to Nathalie
Chazeaux and Gabriel Dahan in the films from 2016 and 2018 than
to most of the characters in the earlier films. One way to describe
Hansen-Løve’s treatment of the profound currents of feeling that
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characterise her cinema is ‘candid’, which has connotations of
artlessness and ingenuousness as well as directness and frankness,
and has been used of her work by commentators such as Emma
Wilson, whose description of Grégoire Canvel’s lesson to his
daughters about the mosaic-covered dome in Ravenna runs as
follows: ‘Yet the film is so understated, there is such simplicity,
naturalness and candour in the editing and in the rhythm of the
conversation, that the symbolism does not disrupt the sure, smooth
realist surface’ [my emphasis] (Wilson 2012: 280–1). Candour
is also a word Hansen-Løve herself uses regularly, for example of
the ‘mixture of candour and deeply moving intelligence’ (Frodon
2009: 28) found in François Truffaut’s films, which she ascribes
to the closeness to childhood Truffaut maintained throughout his
life.7 Other synonyms for ‘candid’ in addition to ‘frank’, ‘honest’
and ‘outspoken’ are ‘free from malice’ and ‘informal’, adjectives
which fit Hansen-Løve’s characters’ emotional dispositions and
the tenor of her narratives well: she concentrates on the everyday
and is entirely unconcerned by ‘special’ or ceremonial events or
occasions. With these observations in mind, candour is a quality
of Hansen-Løve’s filmmaking I shall dwell on a little further to
conclude this chapter.
One obvious connection to candour in Hansen-Løve’s work
is the ready use she makes of the word ‘truth’ when talking
about it, which derives, it seems, from having had a philosophyteacher father not unlike the character of Heinz in Things to
Come, a Kantian who lived his life according to the categorical
imperative.8 By ‘truth’, Hansen-Løve certainly does not mean the
visual accuracy of her representations (truth in the sense of the
Latin adequatio), but something more akin to the authenticity
held in high esteem by existentialist thinkers, in opposition to
the inauthentic ‘bad faith’ into which it is easy to fall. She depicts
her characters in a manner that may be described as ‘truthful’, in
that they appear as rounded, complex and frequently conflicted
human beings. Examples of candid behaviour and expression in
the films are Camille’s insistence to her mother, in Goodbye First
Love, that love is the only thing that matters to her, and Nathalie’s
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frank voicing of disgust when she is shown new cover designs for
her book series in Things to Come. And honesty prevails: there is
hardly an instance of mendacity or deception across all the films,
unless Camille’s concealment from Lorenz of her resumed affair
with Sullivan is held to be deceitful.
Etymologically, the adjective ‘candid’ derives from the Latin
candidus, from the verb candere meaning ‘to be white’ or ‘to
glisten’. The word therefore alludes to the many qualities of the
colour white, some of which are purely aesthetic – brightness
and shining visibility – and some of which are moral, such as
simplicity and honesty. The name of Voltaire’s Candide, surely
the most famous literary figure associated with candour, alludes
to the inflexible simplicity with which Candide over-persistently
believes in the optimism of his tutor Pangloss (the Leibnizian
optimism that is the target of Voltaire’s satire). While the phenomenological being-with her characters to which Hansen-Løve
invites the viewer works against any authorial position-taking on
the outcome of the films’ narratives, it is probably fair to say – as
I suggested throughout Chapter 3 by focusing on ‘adversity’ and
‘resilience’ – that they combine great difficulty and pain for the
protagonists with consistently sanguine conclusions, which could
be likened to the narrative of Candide (1759). An association can
also be seen between ‘glistening’ white candour as a designator
of race or ethnicity and Hansen-Løve’s film-world, the sociopolitical whiteness of which was remarked upon by early
reviewers, especially those writing about Father of My Children.
While such criticisms of a blinkered ethnic whiteness are arguably
fair in relation to the way this film foregrounds Christianity via
the character of Grégoire Canvel and in its imagery, Maya’s main
location of India and figuring of Maya herself and her father
Monty as important non-white-skinned characters, along with
Gabriel’s close colleague Frédéric as a black Frenchman, could be
seen as a riposte to those inclined to criticise conservativeness of
racial representation in Hansen-Løve’s films.
In this chapter I have traced the abundant ‘feelings of life’ in
Hansen-Løve’s cinema, evident in her depictions of play and
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playfulness, romantic love, and pastoral beauty, and explored the
relationship her cinema has with the films and thinking of Rohmer,
Bresson and the so-called ‘transcendental style’ associated with
Bresson and other major directors in the 1960s and 1970s. I
have suggested that her film-making style has affinities with
phenomenological philosophy that may have been influenced
by her philosophical background and education, and that this
non-omnisicient, ambiguous or ‘ambivalent’ style reinforces the
combination of profound emotion and non-partisan perspective
found – that is, findable by the viewer – in her film narratives.
Since the style leaves much to uncertainty and the unknown,
or ‘mystery’ if we use Hansen-Løve’s theological vocabulary, it
participates in the aesthetic of transcendence set up in scenes of
pastoral beauty and intense love. Many of the characteristics of
Hansen-Løve’s style – directness, frankness, ingenuousness – can
be termed ‘candid’, and to describe her filmmaking in this way
captures a complex value very suggestive in a twenty-first-century
woman filmmaker.

Notes
All translations, unless otherwise stated, are the author’s own.
1 ‘Hors Champs’, interview with Laure Adler broadcast on France Culture,

20/5/2010.
Ibid.
Hansen-Løve both acknowledges and limits the resemblance of her use of
dialogue to Rohmer’s by saying ‘The way in which language progresses is
the music of Rohmer’s movies. In my movies, I believe that the internal
music rests on a type of equilibrium between talking and silence. This
means that there is a lot less dialogue in my films than in Rohmer’s. There
are scenes with long dialogues but there are also a lot of long moments
which are purely impressionist, like landscapes’ (Ganjavie 2016: 9–10).
4 Fiona Handyside has given extended consideration to the connections
between Hansen-Løve and Rohmer on speech and dialogue, in ‘Words
for a Conversation: Speech, Doubt and Faith in the Films of Eric Rohmer
and Mia Hansen-Løve’ (Handyside 2019). As she eloquently observes,
‘Rohmer was renowned for his use of direct sound, working with
2
3

6669_Ince_Colour.indd 107

19/12/20 2:24 PM

108 The cinema of Mia Hansen-Løve

sound engineers such as Jean-Pierre Ruh and Claudine Nougaret; he
favoured placing his characters in natural amphitheatres or in sealed-off
environments (park benches surrounded by foliage, dips and hollows, cars,
courtyards), so that their speech could be recorded as clearly and cleanly
as possible without the need for overdubs or post-production work.
Hansen-Løve, too, uses this technique. The effect is at once eminently
theatrical and entirely ordinary, as the world itself becomes a stage, and
voices are contextualised by their sonic environments (wind, birds, traffic,
crickets, music). The visual style of the films also works toward helping
the viewer to focus on the significance of dialogue. Camera work tends to
eschew close-ups in favour of longer shots that show us bodies interacting
with their environments, so that gesture and position are important to the
performance and how dialogue is to be interpreted. Words are spoken in
a carefully delineated real world, articulated by individuated characters
whose physical, corporeal presence gives the words heft, grain and tone.
Speech is embedded into a world rendered to us through the devices of
cinema – colour, movement, sound, texture, light’ (Handyside 2019:
11–12).
5 This is the second of the two scenes given extended commentary by Emma
Wilson in the ‘Precarious Lives’ article discussed in Chapter 1. Rather
than religious symbolism, what Wilson is drawing out of the scene is its
implications for Valentine’s identity as a girl: ‘her disappearance into the
milky liquid [seems] almost a figure for the intermittence of identity, for its
rhythmic, serial qualities. Hansen-Løve finds an elemental, liquid setting for
a scene that interrupts her narrative, and immerses the viewer suddenly and
unexpectedly in the sensory field of a girl protagonist’ (Wilson 2012: 281).
Valentine’s constant motion and the privileging of embodied experience
and the senses over ‘sense’ gives an Irigarayan or Merleau-Pontyan twist
to this excellent commentary, although the critic whose influence Wilson
acknowledges is Martine Beugnet.
6 Hansen-Løve comments in interview that ‘the fact that the great thing
about cinema is this idea of “incarnation” and the employment of real
bodies for fictional purposes’ [. . .] ‘must have been one of the topics I
discussed with Humbert [Balsan]’, and adds ‘This idea has traumatized
me – in a good way’ (Porton 2010: 11). Handyside’s article on dialogue
in Hansen-Løve’s and Rohmer’s films (Handyside 2019) makes only
passing mention of the embodied character of speech in either director’s
films, when embodiment is clearly fundamental at least to Hansen-Løve,
who comments that ‘any dichotomy between words and actions is a false
one. “I like filming characters talking” [. . .] “The voice, the body, their
position – this is physical too”’ (Wheatley 2016: 25).
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It should perhaps be noted that the French candeur and English candour
do not seem to translate one another exactly, dictionaries suggesting that
candour should be rendered by the French franchise or sincérité (both
words that seem to have more exact English equivalents in ‘frankness’
and ‘sincerity’), and that candeur corresponds to ‘ingenuousness’ rather
than ‘candour’.
8 Hansen-Løve refers to her father’s ‘Kantian rigour’ and her mother’s
‘Rousseauistic tendency’ in an interview with Mathilde Blottière about
Goodbye First Love (Blottière 2011).

7
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