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ABSTRACT
This article sets out to review the films of Chantal Akerman, mainly those that she made in 
the 1970s and 1980s, observing how her filmmaking formulates a journey to and from the 
home against the background of the historical scene post 1968. Through a selection of 
examples, I will argue that the singularities of her filmmaking—the exploration of suspended 
time, the preference for a frontal gaze at the female body, or the inclination to autobiogra
phy, being the most noteworthy traits—have their basis in her critical observation of the life 
of women in social spaces, and also in a commitment to their emancipation through desire. 
Seen in perspective, the path that Akerman takes is one of unstable—though coherent— 
movement through the rejection of domesticity as the place from which the oppression of 
women originates, the flight from this (in other words, nomadism), and a search for other 
interiors that function as the opposite of the family home. These other interiors are empty 
and anonymous rooms where time and the rules that govern society are suspended, where 
Akerman herself, or other characters who are her alter ego, go from one corporeal state to 
another, carrying out the basic activities of the body, such as eating, sleeping or having sex.   

KEYWORDS 
Chantal Akerman; interior; 
body; desire; journey; 
feminism

Introduction: Chantal Akerman’s 
phenomenological vein, or the importance of 
space and the body in her cinema

In her extensive genealogy of the uses of the bedroom 
throughout history, Michelle Pierrot reflected on the 
particularity of the women’s bedroom, a space that is 
especially complex as it has been assigned many func
tions and practices. The bedroom is a space of great 
interest to this historian, above all because of the 
changing ways in which it has been conceived by 
those same women who have inhabited it over time:

The bedroom is a woman’s sacred space par excel
lence. Everything contrives to isolate them there: 
religion, domesticity, morality, decency, modesty. 
[. . .] [Because of this,] contemporary feminists vig
orously contested the idea of enclosure as being 
intrinsic to women’s ‘nature’. They claimed the prac
tice of traveling and nomadism as a philosophy and 
a way of life. [But] the bedroom has [also] been 
claimed by many women of all ages and diverse 
conditions, from the woman who works at home to 
the writer [. . .] even the liberated women of 1968 . . . 
[. . .] It swings from a place of constraint to one of 
freedom, between duty and desire, real and imagin
ary – distinctions that are difficult to distinguish in 
the semi-darkness, where boundaries are blurred.1 

The career of Belgian filmmaker Chantal Akerman dur
ing the 1970s and 1980s can be read in the light of these 
words. The journey revealed by her films encapsulates the 

particular story of rejections and affinities that exist 
between women and the private room. Conceived in 
the period after the events of 1968, her films are as 
interested in exploring interiors, in evoking “houses, 
rooms, and notions of domesticity and seclusion”,2 as 
they are in transcending the spatial limits of those same 
interiors in various ways, including flight, nomadism, 
and even destruction. As a whole, her filmography can 
be understood as an exercise in “dialectics between inter
ior and exterior spaces”,3 as a constant movement 
between public and private spaces, between the city and 
the rooms it contains.

My aim in this article is to examine this continual 
oscillation, which reverberates in her films, between 
the longing the female characters feel to escape and 
immerse themselves in the streets, fleeing the home, 
and the need, afterwards, to find shelter in suitable 
spaces, conceived as places of experimentation and 
desire, non-domestic hideaways in which to ponder 
the alienating logic and time that govern life (that 
were particularly harsh against women). Using 
a selection of examples, I will thus follow that route 
—not chronological but well-defined—that her her
oines outline: leaving the home to reject it, to the 
point of making it explode, going out to the exterior 
and moving through the thresholds of modern cities, 
moved by the desire to find the one they love or 
another yearned-for subject. For here is a second 
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down that clashes with the surrounding reality, with 
any sociality, as well as any heroic, vertical, masculi
nized or phallic image of the film director.55 Indeed, 
turning the camera around on oneself is to show 
oneself in the act of working, filming oneself in full 
productive process. But, here Akerman goes beyond 
the affirmation of the creative work of women, of 
their voice. Playing with contradiction and setting 
out a cinema made of minimal quotidian acts, she 
claims a right to laziness, to eroticism, to quietude, to 
the enjoyment of the room itself, to the sensorial 
pleasure of the small and the bodily and of the free
ing-up of time. Thus, her films continue to breathe 
this atmosphere of liberation of life that was so much 
a part of ’68, leading to a still relevant reflection on 
the correspondence between work and desire.

Conclusion

To conclude, I can say that paying attention to 
elements that could be considered as phenomeno
logical (space, time and body movements) in 
Chantal Akerman’s films is a useful strategy that 
throws new light on her filmography. Hers is 
a cinema that participates in the women’s cause 
by using tools that go beyond speech and voice to 
focus on something as simple as the body in the 
time and spaces of everyday life. This is why inter
iors are so important in her cinema: because it is in 
interiors that we spend most of our lives and, as 
a matter of fact, many women carry out their (paid 
or unpaid) work. Akerman’s filmmaking moves 
through all the states and possibilities of the inside, 
and of the postures of the body and the feminine 
subjectivity in them. Not only did she fully partici
pate in the condemnation of domesticity and of 
work so typical of the seventies, but also, in 
a more complete and interesting sense, she con
denses that double movement of leaving and 
returning to the interior, which is, above all, 
a movement of rejection and refoundation. The 
point is that, since hers is a cinema that is inter
ested in desire, it is also a cinema that inevitably 
accepts the contradictions and ambivalent states to 
which it leads.
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