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Abstract:
In Cinema 2, Gilles Deleuze establishes a circuit between the cinema, the body and thought. According to his 

theory, in several films that were made in the postwar era, “the body is no longer an obstacle that separates thought 
from itself, that which it has to overcome to reach thinking. It is on the contrary that which it plunges into, in order to 
reach the unthought, that is life.” The body forces us to think what is concealed from thought – life. By analyzing scenes 
from La vie d’Adèle (2013) by Abdellatif Kechiche, I will argue that in a cinema of the flesh, the postures of the body 
and its close framing – the aesthetics of closeness in filming the body – give cinema the possibility of constructing an 
image which is directly related to the means of direct experience and that the more profound meaning of the film is not 
predicated on the information given by script, plot, characters and action, but by the ability of capturing the passing of 
time within the body. 
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Cinematography is also Sōmatography

“There is an emptiness of existence inside my-
self, a void of meaning that cannot be fi lled by any-
thing[…] I suffer from a neurosis of the fl esh and in 
my own language there is a sickness which I can’ t 
understand. But this is not even about language. It 
is about uncertainty, although it’s not related to the 
uncertainties of the mind. In fact, the body cannot 
think the way I like to believe it does. What it goes 
through cannot be called ‘thought’. I say thought 
because I would like to fi nd inside the body some-
thing as well defi ned as what we call ‘thought’. The 
fl owing opacity of the body does not consist of ver-
bal intuitions. That which happens to the body is 
paralyzed by time. There are no ideas. The body 
longs for fulfi llment. It longs for a transcendence 
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which is not that of the mind. It seeks a God of the Flesh, a kind of transcendence that we are 
ashamed of. The emptiness I speak of is my own […] It is everybody’s emptiness. We all suf-
fer from this neurosis of the fl esh deemed powerless before its own disintegration. In degrada-
tion, old age and death we are one with our own sōma [σῶμα, living body]. The emptiness in-
side my body is God.” (Crăciun 203-5)

La vie d’ Adèle, the 2013 Palme D’Or winner, is in fact two films in one. The first 
film is the coming of age story. It is, in fact what we may call Adele’s becoming: her 
metamorphosis from adolescence into early adulthood. The fact that she first finds real 
love in the arms of another woman, the politics of gender relations and the questions 
that were raised about the “accurate” or “inaccurate” representation of lesbian sex on 
screen are all issues relevant to the politics of visual representation. They are questions 
that concern her own transformation from a teenager going to high school in Lille to 
an adult working as a kindergarten teacher. Adèle goes from someone who is getting 
ready to enter adult society to a full member of this society. But within the coming of age 
story there is another film, within the film there are moments of pure cinema. The story 
that cinema tells is different from her rise to maturity. The first film is the story of script, 
plot, characters and action. The story of (pure) cinema, the story of Adèle’s sensuous 
transformation is an altogether different matter. We are told a tale of bodies in motion: 
the eye is hypnotized by physical attitudes; it witnesses the drama of faces, the tragedy 
of flesh, and the story of skin. The eye is mesmerized, it takes in the images and the brain 
itself is helpless before this spectacle of movement. “Existence precedes essence”– the 
discussion the two girls have about this sentence in Sartre is not at all just a colorful joke. 
The real story of the film is the history of what it means to live inside Adele’s body; it is 
a catalogue of sensory data, the report of the awareness of skin touching skin, what Paul 
Auster might call “a phenomenology of breathing”. The closeness of the camera records 
gestures, especially gestures of the mouth. It focuses on breathing, on hunger, on desire. 
Sex is just part of a larger attitude towards the body. The real story of La vie d’Adèle is a 
story of time within the body. The viewer is exposed to a way of making cinema which 
“necessarily proceeds via the attitudes and postures of the body” (Deleuze 182). It is 
what Gilles Deleuze refers to as the story of the camera mounted on the everyday body: 
“The daily attitude is what puts the before and after into the body, time into the body” 
(182). Deleuze tells us that “the body is no longer the obstacle that separates thought 
from itself, that which it has to overcome to reach thinking. It is on the contrary that 
which it plunges into or must plunge into in order to reach the unthought that is life” 
(182). In the transformation that Adèle goes through, her own ideas and social pressures 
about what is proper form a real resistance to what her body tells her. As Barthes might 
say, her body pursues its own ideas, because her body does not have the same “ideas” 
as she does. She hates it when a teacher overexplains a work of literature, when a teacher 
relates the meaning of a work to the life of the author. For her, the meaning and sense 
of a work of literature are strongly related to sensuality, to her own sensations. In the 
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images projected on the screen, her life (la vie d’Adèle) is no longer made to appear 
“before the categories of thought; thought will be thrown into the categories of life. The 
categories of life are precisely the attitudes of the body, its postures. We do not even 
know what a body can do: in its sleep, in its drunkenness, in its efforts and resistances” 
(Deleuze, 182-183). The sensualist interpretation of l’existence précède l’essence expresses 
the overall attitude of the director in tackling notions like becoming, love and sexuality: 
abstractions and convention come in second to the experience of flesh. The “story” inside 
the body, the magnetism of bodies in motion, the history of skin touching skin become more 
important than ideas about sex, gender preference and the politics of representation. In 
cinematography there is also a good deal of sōmatography. Abdellatiff Kechiche creates a 
type of cinema which can be described as “phenomenological realism,” not just a means 
of expression, but what Maurice Merleau-Ponty calls a phenomenological art:

“Phenomenological or existential philosophy is largely an expression of surprise 
at this inherence of the self in the world and in others, a description of this paradox 
and permeation, and an att empt to make us see the bond between subject and world, 
between subject and others, rather than to explain it as the classical philosophies did 
by resorting to absolute spirit. Well, the movies are peculiarly suited to make manifest 
the union of mind and body, mind and world, and the expression of one in the other. 
That is why it is not surprising that a critic should evoke philosophy in connection with 
a fi lm” (Merleau-Ponty, 58-59).

As Vivian Sobchack pointed out, through its unique automatic nature, cinema 
refers to embodied experience by using the modes of embodied experience:

“the cinema’s modes of perception and expression not only refer to embodied 
experience but also use embodied experience (of material enworldedness, orientation, 
movement, seeing, hearing, and refl ection) as the medium of such reference A radical 
transformation of photography […] the cinema made the dynamic action of vision 
visible for the very fi rst time: choosing its objects as it prospects the world, displacing 
itself in space, time, and refl ection, and always engaged in making meaning […] Cinema 
[…] becomes sensible as a materially-embodied and actively-directed structure through 
which meaning is constituted in an on-going sensual, refl exive, and refl ective process 
that, entailed with the world and others, is always creating its own provisional history 
or narrative of becoming. In eff ect, the cinema enacts what is also being enacted by its 
viewer” (Sobchack, 20). 

Although the intensity of their encounters is obvious, the director takes his time in 
obsessively framing the face of the characters. A lot of close-ups and extreme close-
ups are used. The hand-held camera work and the dramaturgy of the face remind us 
of John Cassavetes. The camera is in constant interaction with the body in space. The 
sex scenes, the close-ups and scrutinizing of the body while sleeping and eating exceed 
their narrative purpose. The presence of the actors and their bodies, the tiredness and 
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waiting of the body are more important than plot development. The camera comes 
very close to the faces of the actresses, so close that the world outside recedes in the 
background. We are, in a sense, trapped inside the here and the now of Emma and 
Adèle. Their faces are framed in a very narrow close-up. Each encounter is just as 
important or, perhaps, even more important than the “whole” of the story. We are 
delivered a story of flesh; her voyage to maturity is just a pretext. 

Addressing the issues of closeness, pornography and length
The criticism and strong debate over the sex scenes have to do with aesthetics 

of closeness. Manohla Dargis, The New York Times fi lm critic, thinks that Kechiche 
is a self-indulgent fi lm-maker. She is wondering why the fi lm runs for three hours, 
questioning his representation of the female body and raising issues of pornography 
and exploitation. But when it comes to exploring the possibilities of the medium 
of cinema, length should not be an issue, as certain scenes need to go beyond their 
dramaturgical purpose in order to ensure the importance of gestures and physical 
att itudes. But the issues that critics like Manohla Dargis raise are centered on the issue 
of closeness: 

“By keeping so close to Adèle, he seemed to be trying to convey her subjective 
experience, specifi cally with the hovering camerawork and frequent close-ups of her 
face. Yet, early on, this sense of the character’s interiority dissolves when the camera 
roves over her body even while she is sleeping. […] I can see why someone might fi nd 
it pornographic given the visual conventions that Mr. Kechiche used […] ‘The drama 
of a woman’s pleasure is writt en not on her genitals, but her face’. From the start, Mr. 
Kechiche puts us spatially close to Adèle, a proximity that I think is meant to create, 
to borrow a phrase from George Eliot, the ‘extension of our sympathies’. Yet if my 
sympathies didn’t extend, it’s partly because Mr. Kechiche employs a selective aesthetic 
that shows Adèle slurping her food … but, importantly, does not permit her a similarly 
sloppy appetite in bed, where the movie’s carefully constructed realism is jett isoned 
along with bodily excesses and excretions in favor of tasteful, decorous poses. […] 
Adèle’s hunger is contained, prett ifi ed, aestheticized. […] There’s a banality to how a 
lot of directors represent female bodies and female pleasure, partly because they borrow 
from the industrial handbook of male-oriented pornography. In truth, it isn’t sex per 
se that makes Blue Is the Warmest Color problematic; it’s the patriarchal anxieties about 
sex, female appetite and maternity that leach into its sights and sounds and the way it 
frames, with scrutinizing closeness, the female body. In the logic of the movie, Adèle’s 
body is a mystery that needs solving and, for a brief while, it seems as if Emma will 
help solve it. In The Second Sex, Beauvoir wrote that ‘the erotic experience is one that 
most poignantly discloses to human beings the ambiguity of their condition; in it they 
are aware of themselves as fl esh and spirit, as the other and as the subject’. This is the 
ideal, but for Adèle, the erotic experience leads to despair, desperation, isolation. The 
body betrays her — just like a woman” (Dargis 2013). 
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Critics raising the issues of closeness as being related to pornography inspired visual 
attitude should acknowledge the cinema of the flesh in the context of the definition 
given by Merleau-Ponty. Film is an expression of experience by experience and it is 
this preoccupation with the essentially material and carnal nature of expression that is 
relevant to the relation of cinema and the body. When Emma and Adèle finally have 
sex, the camera doesn’t miss any angle. They loose their social identities and become 
beings of flesh. A phenomenological description is more relevant when it comes to the 
issue of closeness. It is no doubt what Emma Myers accomplishes in her description 
of the sex scenes: “When they finally do have sex, no angle is spared: Hungry mouths 
explore every crevice and devour every protuberance. Hands and fingers grab, pull, 
and smack every available piece of flesh as limbs scissor and flail and backs arch in 
ecstasy. Unadorned with music, everything that is seen is also heard – each gasp, 
sigh, and muffled scream; the deluge of fluids and the friction of skin against skin. 
The urgent spasms of desire suggest complete abandon and, importantly for Adèle, a 
step toward self-possession: The birth of her embodied ego” (Myers). It was Merleau-
Ponty’s belief that the look must be “inscribed in the order of being that it discloses to 
us.” In the case of La vie d’Adèle, closeness was needed to convey that a being of flesh 
is common to the living body and the visible. There is an identity between the seer and 
the visible, between spectator and spectacle. The seer participates in the being made 
visible through the gaze. It is this identity that makes Vivian Sobchack conclude that 
“A film is an act of seeing that makes itself seen, an act of hearing that makes itself 
heard, an act of physical and reflective movement that makes itself reflexively felt and 
understood.” Cinema is a medium that transposes, without “completely transforming 
those modes of being alive and consciously embodied in the world that count for each 
of us as direct experience” (The Address of the Eye, 3-4). By placing the camera so close to 
his actresses, Kechiche is using the cinematic medium as a means of transposing direct 
experience. Pure cinema uses the modes of embodied experience – seeing (images), 
hearing (sounds), physical and reflective movement – as the substance of its own 
expression. It is what Vivian Sobchack, following Merleau-Ponty, calls the structures 
of direct experience. Cinema is unique as it can film the presence of the body in motion, 
the situating of bodies in existence in relation to the world around them. The thickness 
of flesh, the movements of the body are the means cinema has for traveling into the 
heart of things. In filming the body, Kechiche allows us to access what Merleau-Ponty 
calls “the flesh of the world” (la chair du monde in ontology). 

The “fl esh of the world” and the “fl esh of the visible” 

Like true philosophy, true cinema “consists in relearning to look at the world” 
(Merleau-Ponty XXIII). In La vie d’Adèle, the visible world of the body is a landscape, 
topography yet to be explored. In the cinema of the fl esh, of which La vie d’Adèle is a 
great example, what we consider the visible world is an element of being, something 
which can be described as a fi eld being. What we see is directly connected to the fi eld 
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of vision. When Adèle fi rst sees Emma on the street, her gaze instantly connects to 
her body and her face. In a cinema of the body, the visible world is not space itself, 
but is at work across space. The unity of the gaze and the nature of the cinematic image 
is a matt er of being; a point of view on being that is, at the same time, an element of 
being. Bodies in movement – the moving bodies of Emma and Adèle – are already 
centers of vision, points of view on space-time, and perspectives on being. That is 
why Kechiche requires extreme close-ups in depicting faces and bodies and that is the 
reason for the scenes running over their narrative causality. His intention is never to 
show a convention of sexuality, but always a certain very singular sexual encounter. 
His intention is to go beyond the dramatized version of sexual experience, to reach a 
singularity of style on screen which belongs to a certain encounter. When Bazin speaks 
about the walking of the characters in Bicycle Thief, he acknowledges the director’s 
talent for capturing their singularity, what he calls a fact-image. In cinema, a style of 
walking is also a rhythm of movement that propagates itself on the screen, a certain 
att itude of the body that becomes visible. A gesture is never just a gesture; a face 
is never just a face, but a trajectory of time and a position in space. And it is in this 
process of generating styles of movement and gestures that the movement of cinema 
and the living body share a common essence. The experience of cinema is directly tied 
to the physical att itudes of the living body. Things come into presence, come into our 
fi eld of vision by their style, revealing their singularities. They hold together like the 
body holds together. Their “unity,” like the “unity” of the body, consists of a style 
of being wherever a fragment of being is present. It is through the body that we are 
united with things. The sensible matt er inside the body, which reacts to the sensible 
matt er outside the body, allows us to participate in the event and access its singularity:

“It is the body and it alone, because it is a two-dimensional being, that can bring 
us to the things themselves, which are themselves not fl at beings but beings in depth, 
inaccessible to a subject that would survey them from above, open to him alone that, if it 
be possible, would coexist with them in the same world. When we speak of the fl esh of 
the visible, we do not mean to do anthropology, to describe a world covered over with 
all our own projections, leaving aside what it can be under the human mask. Rather, we 
mean that carnal being, as a being of depths, of several leaves or several faces, a being 
in latency, and a presentation of a certain absence, is a prototype of Being, of which our 
body, the sensible sentient, is a very remarkable variant, but whose constitutive paradox 
already lies in every visible. For already the cube assembles within itself incompossible 
visibilia, as my body is at once phenomenal body and objective body, and if fi nally it 
is, it, like my body, is by a tour de force. What we call a visible is, we said, a quality 
pregnant with a texture, the surface of a depth, a cross section upon a massive being, a 
grain or corpuscle borne by a wave of Being. Since the total visible is always behind, or 
after, or between the aspects we see of it, there is access to it only through an experience 
which, like it, is wholly outside of itself. It is thus, and not as the bearer of a knowing 
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subject, that our body commands the visible for us, but it does not explain it, does not 
clarify it, it only concentrates the mystery of its scatt ered visibility; and it is indeed 
a paradox of Being, not a paradox of man, that we are dealing with here” (Merleau-
Ponty, 136). 

The living body is, therefore, a mode of translation, a gateway to the material and 
sensual reality of the world. The real nature of things is inaccessible to a thinking 
subject. Things are, in reality, beings in depth, beings of sensation of a carnal nature. 
When Merleau-Ponty speaks of the “flesh of the visible,” he never refers to the world 
from the point of view of human consciousness, he does not speak about the human 
projections about reality, but of a carnal being of depths. The camera’s proximity to 
the bodies of the actresses should not necessarily be identified with the director’s gaze, 
with his alleged exploitation of their bodies. His visual attitude towards the body 
emphasizes the notion of being in “pregnancy” (“being in division”) which in the 
phenomenology of flesh is the principle of reality and the visible. Every gaze, every 
face, every close-up is a “crystallization of time, a cipher of transcendence”: “a certain 
sampling of the Being in indivision, a certain manner of modulating time and space” 
(Merleau-Ponty, 208). The body obeys the pregnancy inside itself; it responds to it, the 
flesh inside the body responds to the flesh of the visible outside the body. Flesh is an 
element of Being and thus the key to Reality:

“For if the body is a thing among things, it is so in a stronger and deeper sense than 
they: in the sense that, we said, it is of them, and this means that it detaches itself upon 
them, and, accordingly, detaches itself from them. It is not simply a thing seen in fact (I 
do not see my back), it is visible by right, it falls under a vision that is both ineluctable 
and deferred. Conversely, if it touches and sees, this is not because it would have the 
visibles before itself as objects: they are about it, they even enter into its enclosure, they 
are within it, they line its looks and its hands inside and outside. If it touches them and 
sees them, this is only because, being of their family, itself visible and tangible, it uses 
its own being as a means to participate in theirs, because each of the two beings is an 
archetype for the other, because the body belongs to the order of the things as the world 
is universal fl esh” (Merleau-Ponty, 137). 

The concept of the cinema of the body as phenomenological realism also helps us 
in creating a concept of the perception of the other. Psychological introspection is less 
useful in cinema than it is in literature. Cinema is condemned to show the outside. The 
inside is accessible only through outside behavior and the movement of bodies. If a 
film director tries to study love only from a psychological abstract perspective, he will 
accomplish very modest results. Each time cinema has something important to say, 
it is because it has discovered a way of actually being in the world, it has discovered 
a means of expressing actual presence in the world, what it feels like to live inside 
another body. Through extreme close-ups, bodies, faces, gestures, physical attitudes 
and facial expressions become more important than communication through spoken 
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language or script conventions. Before being inner realities, love, hate, desperation and 
ecstasy exist on bodies and faces. 

Even though when he speaks about the “cinema of the body,” Deleuze refers to 
Cassavetes, his observations are also relevant to Abdellatiff  Kechiche’s method in 
La vie d’Adèle. Like his American predecessor, the French director approaches fi lm-
making not as a narration of a story which strictly follows script coordinates, but 
as an exploration of tensions that emerge throughout the shooting of the fi lm. He is 
famous for making a lot of takes so he can capture the actual singularity of bodies. By 
coming so close to the face of the actors, his camera describes a space of vision that is 
able to destabilize the narrative. Like Faces, La vie d’Adèle is a work that has “undone 
the story, plot, or action, but also space, in order to get to att itudes as to categories 
which put time into the body, as well as thought into life” (Deleuze, 185). Although 
the fi lm establishes communication within the coming of age story and can translate 
into images ideas about the politics of representation, its function is not to make ideas 
known to us. Its real meaning is incorporated into its rhythm and into its gestures, 
just as the meaning of a gesture can be read as an overall att itude of the body. The 
construction of meaning in a cinema of the body emerges from the temporal structure 
of the fi lm. It is only when time is made fl esh that pure cinema emerges from the frame.
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