
Agnès	Varda’s	Influence:	From	the	French	New	Wave	to	#MeToo	
	

When	 contemplating	 film	 history,	 several	 prominent	 directors	may	
come	to	mind:	Kubrick,	Hitchcock,	Welles,	Kurosawa,	Bergman,	and	
so	on.	Clearly,	all	these	names	have	one	thing	in	common.	Throughout	
time,	women	have	largely	been	overlooked	in	the	film	industry,	from	
Alice	 Guy-Blaché	 in	 the	 1890s	 to	 the	 2020	 Oscars’	 lack	 of	 female	
nominees	 in	 the	 Best	 Director	 category.	 Perhaps	 then,	 instead	 of	
trying	to	discover	one	single	canon	of	film	history	(which	is	obviously	
impossible),	 we	 should	 turn	 our	 attention	 to	 discussing	 the	
multiplicity	of	film	histories.	The	influence	and	impact	of	the	French	

New	Wave	is	undeniable,	in	part	to	the	success	of	the	Cahiers	du	Cinéma	directors:	Godard,	
Truffaut,	Rohmer,	Chabrol	and	Rivette.	One	of	the	most	significant	members	of	the	French	
New	Wave	 is	 Agnès	 Varda.	 As	 the	 only	woman	 of	 the	 French	New	Wave,	 Varda	 is	 often	
overlooked	and	ignored.	Nevertheless,	as	we	shall	demonstrate,	her	influence	and	impact	on	
film	history	is	monumental.		

Agnès	Varda	was	a	French	film	director,	photographer	and	artist	born	in	
Belgium	 in	 1928.	 While	 she	 is	 most	 famous	 for	 her	 filmmaking,	
particularly	 its	 contributions	 to	 the	 French	 New	 Wave	 and	 feminist	
cinema,	 she	 began	 her	 career	 as	 a	 photographer.	 One	 of	 her	 most	
recognised	works	in	this	field	is	Salut	les	Cubains	(1963),	a	photographic	
exploration	of	Cuba	in	the	early	1960s.	Salut	les	Cubains	was	made	with	
a	 single	 camera	 and	 light	 portable	 technology,	 and	 was	 constructed	
through	 only	 still	 images,	 sound	 and	 music.	 Despite	 her	 move	 from	
photography	 to	 filmmaking	 later	 in	 her	 career,	 the	 two	 were	 never	
explicitly	exclusive	from	one	another.	Varda	saw	a	clear	relationship	between	photographic	
and	cinematic	 forms:	“I	 take	photographs,	or	 I	make	films.	Or	 I	put	films	 in	the	photos,	or	

photos	in	the	films”	(Darke	48).	Moving	on	from	photography	to	
filmmaking,	Varda’s	first	film	was	La	Pointe	Courte	(1955),	a	drama	
which	focuses	on	the	lives	of	a	fisherman	and	young	couple	in	a	
small	 fishing	 village,	 and	 the	 struggles	 of	 the	 two	 to	 save	 their	
failing	marriage	with	one	another.	While	this	was	Varda’s	feature	
film	 debut,	 it	 pre-dates	 the	 French	 New	Wave	 and	 is	 thus	 not	
considered	 part	 of	 it.	 One	 of	 Varda’s	 most	 well-known	 films	
considered	to	be	part	of	 the	French	New	Wave	 is	Cléo	de	5	à	7	

(1962).	Cléo	de	5	à	7	follows	95	minutes	in	the	life	of	a	Parisian	singer	awaiting	the	results	of	
a	medical	test.	The	French	New	Wave	was	recognised	
for	deconstructing	visual	norms	and	conventions	in	its	
filmmaking.	Cléo	 de	 5	 à	 7	 is	 no	 exception	 to	 this,	 as	
Varda’s	 editing	 style	 in	 the	 film	 deliberately	 draws	
attention	 to	 itself	 throughout	 the	 film.	 For	 example,	
establishing	 shots	 are	 often	 done	 away	 with,	 and	 a	
fast-paced	editing	style	is	achieved	through	jump	cuts	



and	 unmatched	 shots.	 Not	 only	 recognised	
for	its	contribution	to	the	French	New	Wave,	
Cléo	de	 5	 à	 7	 also	 explores	 female	 identity,	
making	 it	 an	 essential	 piece	 of	 Varda’s	
feminist	 filmmaking.	Over	 the	 course	of	 the	
film,	Cléo	undergoes	a	transformation	which	
Alison	 Smith	 refers	 to	 as	 a	 change	 “from	
woman	 seen	 to	 woman	 seeing”	 (100),	

claiming	a	sense	of	identity	and	autonomy	as	the	film	progresses,	observed	not	only	in	the	
film’s	events	but	 in	 its	 conventions	and	practices.	 In	 the	 first	half	 of	 the	 film,	 the	 camera	
follows	her	closely,	but	during	the	second	half	of	the	film,	we	see	the	world	through	Cléo’s	
eyes	and	point	of	view	shots	signify,	as	Smith	puts	it,	“Cléo’s	change	from	object	to	subject”	
(101).	 As	 the	 film	 moves	 from	 start	 to	 finish,	 its	 very	 presentation	 shifts	 perspective	 to	
demonstrate	the	development	of	Cléo’s	identity.	

Varda	coined	the	term	‘cinécriture’	to	describe	the	singularity	of	composition	she	strives	to	
achieve	at	every	level	of	production:	including	screenplay,	shooting	script,	casting,	location,	
position	and	movement	of	 the	 camera,	 editing	 rhythm,	 sound,	 and	 so	on.	Agnès	Varda	 is	
willing	to	think	outside	the	box,	disrupting	the	rules	of	the	game	in	order	to	create	meanings	

and	 ideas	 in	 her	 own	 unique	 way.	 Cinécriture	 allows	
Agnès	Varda	to	express	and	synchronise	platforms.	In	Mur	
Murs	 (1981)	 and	 Documenteur	 (1987),	 her	 ‘writing	 on	
film’	guides	viewers	to	dip	inside	the	central	core	value	of	
life	and	energy.	The	benefits	of	cinécriture	 is	that	 it	can	
make	 people	 feel	 the	
pace	 and	 style	 of	 a	
personal	expression	that	

is	unique	to	Varda.	Tasting	Varda’s	masterpiece	with	every	
bite,	 audiences	 will	 have	 a	 bigger	 picture	 and	 absorb	 her	
messages	and	vision	in	a	direct	form.	During	the	French	New	
Wave,	 Agnès	 Varda’s	 cinécriture	 style	 of	 filmmaking	
delivered	original	ideas	to	the	film	industry.	Varda	strongly	believed	that	words	were	not	the	
only	 way	 to	 control	 how	 film	 should	 be.	 Originally	 a	 photographer,	 Varda	 had	 a	 strong	
connection	with	pictures	and	images.	The	construction	of	cinécriture	starts	with	images	and	
ends	with	 sound.	According	 to	Alison	Smith,	 “still	 image	and	moving	 image	often	meet	 in	
Varda’s	films”	(22).	Her	unique	approach	ensures	that	Agnès	Varda	has	an	important	role	in	
film	history.	Furthermore,	drawing	upon	auteur	 theory,	“in	 the	French	New	Wave,	people	
developed	the	notion	of	the	filmmaker	as	an	artist.	They	didn’t	invent	the	idea,	but	they	did	
popularize	it.	A	German	filmmaker	who	started	as	a	German	theatre	director,	Max	Reinhardt,	
came	up	with	the	idea	of	the	auteur	–	the	author	in	films.	He	came	up	with	that	around	the	
teens…	So,	Truffaut	and	the	French	New	Wave	popularized	it,	or	they	revived	it”	(Cornell).	
Agnès	Varda	succeeds	at	telling	a	narrative	in	an	avant-garde	way,	distinctive	of	the	French	
New	Wave.	For	example,	in	Cléo	de	5	à	7	(1962),	Agnès	Varda	filmed	in	real-time	and	captured	
every	 single	 emotion	 and	 movement	 from	 the	 actors,	 revealing	 the	 most	 realistic	 and	



authentic	aspects	of	the	film.	The	same	methods	can	be	found	extensively	throughout	Varda’s	
filmography.	 Influenced	 heavily	 by	 auteur	 theory,	 Agnès	 Varda	 oversaw	 all	 roles	 and	 had	
control	 in	every	stage	of	the	production	process.	Some	people	may	see	this	as	controlling,	
since	most	 films	require	cooperation	with	 the	 team.	However,	maintaining	such	a	 level	of	
control	allowed	Varda’s	distinct	vision	to	shine	through	and	therefore	create	a	special	flavour	
to	her	films,	which	cemented	her	as	an	important	figure	in	film	history.	

Agnès	Varda	is	often	seen	as	the	‘mother’	of	the	French	New	Wave.	Delphine	Bénézet	argues	
for	Varda's	importance	as	‘au	feminin	singulier’	(1),	meaning	a	woman	of	singularity	and	of	
the	 utmost	 importance	 in	 film	 history.	 Varda’s	 filmography	 clearly	 “constitutes	 a	 decisive	
contribution	 to	 feminism”	 (Bénézet	 10).	 Throughout	 her	 extensive	 and	 successful	 career,	

Varda	frequently	explored	feminist	themes,	most	notably	
in	L’Une	chante,	l’autre	pas	(1977),	which	focusses	on	the	
lives	of	two	women	against	the	backdrop	of	the	Women’s	
Movement	in	1970s	France.	The	film	explores	the	struggles	
of	 motherhood,	 domestic	
life,	 and	 the	 search	 for	
identity.	Varda	also	 touches	
on	 the	 issue	 of	 abortion,	

which	had	been	made	legal	in	1976,	a	huge	celebration	for	the	
Women’s	 Movement.	 Outside	 of	 her	 films,	 Varda	 was	 also	
involved	in	feminism.	In	1971,	Varda	was	one	of	the	343	women	
who	signed	a	manifesto,	admitting	they	had	had	an	abortion,	
despite	 it	 being	 illegal	 in	 France	 at	 the	 time,	 and	 asking	 for	
abortions	 to	 be	made	 legal.	 Varda’s	 activism	 continued	 throughout	 her	 life,	 and	 even	 to	

extended	to	#MeToo.	In	2018,	at	the	Cannes	Film	Festival,	82	
women	took	a	stand	for	equality,	including	Varda,	who	is	one	
of	 only	 two	 female	 directors	 ever	 to	 receive	 the	 festival’s	
prestigious	 Palme	 d’Or.	 Smith	 notes	 how	 “L’Une	 chante,	
l’autre	pas…	has	been	called	a	 film	about	 feminism	 rather	
than	 a	 feminist	 film	 (meaning	 that	while	 its	 subject	 is	 the	
women’s	movement,	 its	 fabrication	 is	conventional	and	 its	

representation	of	women	unproblematic)”	(93).	It	is	true	that	perhaps	L’Une	chante,	l’autre	
pas	is	Varda’s	most	straightforward	and	undemanding	film,	with	its	overt	and	surface-level	
feminist	 themes.	 Perhaps	 then,	 when	 exploring	 Varda’s	 feminist	 themes	 throughout	 her	
filmography,	we	should	consult	some	of	her	more	challenging	work.	Le	Bonheur	(1965)	is	a	
frequently	overlooked	work.	DeRoo	notes	how	“it	remains	Varda’s	most	misunderstood	film,	
disparaged	 for	 its	 seemingly	 anti-feminist	 themes	 and	 opacity”	 (189).	 Nevertheless,	 Le	
Bonheur	has	a	hidden	feminist	counter-narrative	that	
undermines	the	film’s	picture-perfect	surface	through	
“a	sophisticated	strategy	of	visual	irony”	(DeRoo	189).	
Varda	 herself	 has	 described	 Le	 Bonheur	 as	 “a	
beautiful,	seemingly	perfect	fruit	with	a	worm	inside”	
(Hottell	63).	As	spectators,	we	need	to	“peel	back	the	



skin	 from	 the	 fruit	 and	 expose	 the	worm”	 (Hottell	 63).	 Varda’s	 feminist	 visual	 irony	 in	 Le	
Bonheur	constitutes	part	of	her	distinctive	style,	which	she	describes	as	a	“woman’s	visual	
vocabulary”	(Smith	92).	In	many	ways,	Varda’s	cinematic	style	is	intertwined	with	her	feminist	
beliefs.	Flitterman-Lewis	praises	Varda	for	enacting	“her	desire	to	film	as	a	woman”	(265).	
Agnès	Varda’s	importance	and	influence	on	film	history	therefore	cannot	be	divorced	from	
her	status	as	a	woman	and	a	feminist	filmmaker.	

It	 is	apparent	that	Agnès	Varda	 left	behind	an	 impressive	body	of	work	before	she	died	 in	
March	2019	at	the	age	of	90.	These	works	include	Vagabond	(1985)	which	follows	a	young	
female	vagrant	across	the	South	of	France.	Vagabond	won	the	Gold	Lion	at	the	Venice	Film	
Festival	and	therefore	acclaimed	extensive	critical	approval.	Following	this,	 in	the	late	80s,	
Varda’s	husband	Jacques	Demy	became	ill.	Determined	to	preserve	his	legacy,	Varda	spent	
much	of	her	time	and	energy	redeeming	the	rights	 to	his	 films	and	having	them	restored.	
After	Demy’s	death	in	1990,	Varda	honoured	him	by	making	three	features	about	his	work.	

Most	 notably,	 Jacquot	 de	 Nantes	 (1991)	 which	
premiered	at	 the	New	York	Film	Festival	and	 then	
was	 distributed	 by	 Sony	 Pictures.	 By	 mid-1996,	
Varda	had	agreed	to	work	on	a	full	retrospective	of	
her	 films	 at	 the	 Museum	 of	 Modern	 Art.	 Simply	
titled	 Agnès	 Varda,	 it	 ran	 for	 the	 entire	month	 of	
October	 in	 1997,	 showing	 every	 film	 Varda	 had	

made.	By	2000,	Varda	had	created	the	documentary	The	Gleaners	and	I	(2000)	which	became	
an	instant	classic,	celebrating	the	artisanal	potential	of	digital	image-making	and	the	joy	of	
meeting	 people	 unencumbered	 (Kardish).	 Varda	 continued	 her	work	with	The	 Beaches	 of	
Agnes	 (2008),	 Faces,	 Places	 (2017)	 and	 Varda	 by	 Agnes	
(2019)	which	she	worked	on	six	weeks	prior	to	her	death.	It	
is	 indisputable	 that	 Varda’s	 filmography	 is	 both	 long	 and	
varied,	 alternating	 between	 fiction	 and	 documentary.	
Smith	suggested	that	“Varda’s	place	is	a	very	important	and	
individual	 voice	 in	 the	modern	 French	 cinema…	 together	
her	 films	 form	 a	 body	 of	 work	 which	 has	 considerable	
formal	and	 thematic	 coherence”	 (196).	However,	 it	 could	
be	 said	 that	 despite	 all	 of	 her	 contributions	 to	 the	 film	
industry,	her	work	has	been	overlooked.	Varda’s	place	 in	
the	history	of	French	cinema	is	not	“set	in	stone”	(Bénézet	
9).	 Because	 of	 her	 double	 status	 as	 a	 woman	 and	 as	 a	
filmmaker	who	 did	 not	 belong	 to	 the	 Cahiers	 du	 Cinéma	
group,	 Varda	 has	 always	 been	 perceived	 as	 a	 bit	 of	 an	
outsider	(Bénézet	10).	This	overlook	on	such	an	important	figure	in	film	history	could	be	down	
to	her	gender.	It	is	obvious	that	men	control	most	aspects	of	film,	ever	since	the	early	days	of	
cinema.	Because	“there	are	fewer	films	directed	by	women	winning	awards	or	being	picked	
by	festivals,	women	directors	end	up	having	a	smaller	footprint”	(Bahania).	This	suggests	that	
gender	could	be	a	potential	barrier	to	female	directors,	namely	Varda,	who	has	had	her	vast	
and	lauded	film	career	overlooked.	



To	conclude,	while	oftentimes	ignored	by	a	singular	and	limiting	film	history,	Agnès	Varda’s	
influence	cannot	be	doubted	or	questioned.	Her	distinctive	style,	characterised	by	her	own	
term	 ‘cinécriture’	 and	 the	 relationship	 between	moving	 image	 and	 still	 photography,	 has	
impacted	 filmmakers	 even	 today.	 Furthermore,	 her	 status	 as	 a	 woman	 and	 a	 feminist	 is	
evident	throughout	her	filmography.	Varda	goes	beyond	simply	exploring	feminist	content	
and	themes,	but	she	also	attempts	 to	create	“woman’s	visual	vocabulary”	 (Smith	92).	Her	
influence	and	impact	on	film	history	is	immense.	Delphine	Bénézet’s	description	of	Varda	as	
‘au	feminin	singulier’	(1)	is	therefore	very	fitting.	
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