
 
 
 

Edinburgh University Press 
The Tun – Holyrood Road, 

12 (2f) Jackson’s Entry 
Edinburgh EH8 8PJ 

www.euppublishing.com 
 

Dear Author, 
 
Here is a proof of your paper to appear in the forthcoming issue of Film-Philosophy. 
 
Please check the proof carefully and send any corrections (quoting page and line 
references) to the issue guest editor, Lucy Bolton, no later than 5 days after receipt:  
 
Email:  l.c.bolton@qmul.ac.uk 
 
Please copy David Sorfa, the Film-Philosophy editor, into all correspondence: 
Email:  David.Sorfa@ed.ac.uk 
 
Please remember that you are responsible for correcting your proofs. The proof is sent 
to you for correction of typographical errors only. Revision of the substance of the 
text is not permitted, unless discussed with the journal editor. Please answer any 
queries raised by the typesetter.  
 
Kudos: 
Edinburgh University Press has now partnered with Kudos, which aims to help 
researchers explain, enrich and share their publications for greater research impact. 
Kudos will invite you to use this service to help improve your download rates, 
readership and citations; meanwhile, more information is available at 
https://www.growkudos.com. 
 
EUP Journals Blog: 
EUP now has a blog where you can post comments about your article and your 
research (see EUP Journals Blog at http://euppublishingblog.com) 

• EUP will tweet each post upon publication and on occasions when it links to 
news, events or anniversaries 

• A link on the journal or book webpage to the blog post will be made live  
• Posts will be tagged with key words and themes and used in online search engines 

though AdWords, adverts and social media campaigns 
• Posts will be highlighted in relevant email campaigns and/or printed publicity 

items 

http://www.euppublishing.com/
mailto:l.c.bolton@qmul.ac.uk
mailto:David.Sorfa@ed.ac.uk
https://www.growkudos.com/
http://euppublishingblog.com/


• Authors will be given the permalink to their post and encouraged to share and 
reference the post among personal networks and through their own blogs and 
websites 

This service complements other author services, including EUP’s recent partnership 
with Kudos (growkudos.com). 
 
ALCS: 
In order to ensure that you receive income for secondary uses of your work, including 
photocopying and digital reproduction, we recommend that you join the Authors’ 
Licensing and Collecting Society (ALCS). Details on how to join the Society can be 
found at: https://www.alcs.co.uk/What-we-do/Membership-of-ALCS. 
 
Contributor discounts: 
The following discounts are available to all journal contributors: 
20% discount on all EUP books. 
10% discount on all EUP subscriptions. 
40% discount on the journal issue containing your paper. 
 
Postage: Please note that postage costs are additional and will be charged at current 
rates.  
 
Ordering: Please contact marketing@eup.ed.ac.uk to place book orders, and 
journals@eup.ed.ac.uk for journal orders. 
 
 
We hope all is in order with your proof, but please get in touch if you have any 
queries or concerns. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
 
 
Ann Vinnicombe 
Managing Production Editor 
Journals Production Department 
Edinburgh University Press 
Email: Ann.Vinnicombe@eup.ed.ac.uk 
 
 
 

http://www.growkudos.com/
https://www.alcs.co.uk/What-we-do/Membership-of-ALCS
mailto:marketing@eup.ed.ac.uk
mailto:journals@eup.ed.ac.uk
mailto:Ann.Vinnicombe@eup.ed.ac.uk


If you would like to order journals and books, please fill out two separate forms.

Please deliver the following books/journals to:
NAME EMAIL
ADDRESS

POSTCODE COUNTRY TEL.

Card Billing Details (if different)
NAME
ADDRESS

POSTCODE
COUNTRY TEL.

Books www.euppublishing.com

QTY ISBN AUTHOR/TITLE FULL PRICE DISCOUNT 
PRICE

Books total
Books P&P

Journal subscriptions http://www.eupjournals.com/page/infoZone/authors/prices

ISSN Title Print / Online / 
Print+Online Full price Discount 

price

Journal subs total
Journal single issues

Journal single issue total
BOOKS POSTAGE AND PACKING TOTAL to pay
____    UK: £2.50 for first book and 50p per book thereafter
____    Europe: £3 per book ____    ROW: £5 per book

METHOD OF PAYMENT
____    Pay by credit/debit card.  We will arrange to send a secure payment link via email                       
____    I enclose a UK cheque for £________ made payable to Edinburgh University Press

Return book order forms to: Sales and Marketing, Edinburgh University Press, The Tun, Holyrood Road, 
12 (2f) Jackson's Entry, Edinburgh EH8 8PJ

Tel: 0131 650 4218            email: marketing@eup.ed.ac.uk

Return journal order forms to: Journal Subscriptions, Edinburgh University Press, The Tun, Holyrood Road, 
12 (2f) Jackson's Entry, Edinburgh EH8 8PJ 

Tel: 0131 650 4196            email: journals@eup.ed.ac.uk

CONTRIBUTOR DISCOUNT ORDER FORM

Journal contributors receive a 40% discount on additional copies of the issue to which they contributed.

EUP book and journal contributors receive  20% discount on EUP books
and 10% discount  on EUP journals when ordering directly from us.

Browse our website at www.euppublishing.com



Library subscription recommendation form

Complete this section and give to your librarian

Dear Librarian

I recommend ________________________________________________ as a valuable addition  
to the Library collection 

ISSN  _______________________ 
eISSN_______________________
ISBN________________________

Name               

Department             
Email                

Reason(s)  

 USAGE - I will regularly use this journal and recommend articles to colleagues and students

 ENHANCEMENT - This will enhance the Library’s scholarly collection and bene�t research, 
learning and teaching in the �eld

 CONNECTION - I am a member of the editorial/advisory board and/or a regular contributing 
author

Additional Comments             
                
           

For more information, to request a quote or to place an order for a journal subscription or 
collection, email: journals@eup.ed.ac.uk,  call us on +44 (0) 131 650 4220 or visit:

www.euppublishing.com

Edinburgh University Press, The Tun - Holyrood Road,  12 (2f ) Jackson’s Entry, Edinburgh, EH8 8PJ



Greta Gerwig’s Gestures: Agamben
in the Land of Stardom

Janet Harbord, Queen Mary University of London

Abstract:
In a brief essay, “For an Ethics of the Cinema”, Giorgio Agamben names the film
star as the twentieth century figure representing an elision of what is individual
and what is collective. It is impossible, he argues, to separate the actor from the
character in the thorough commodification of the star, drawing examples from
classical Hollywood cinema. Yet consideration of contemporary film provides for
a different account of stardom in which the common language of performance is
seen to be an inheritance to be inhabited critically and citationally by the star. This
article brings Agamben’s cinema essays on ethics and gesture respectively into
dialogue with Greta Gerwig’s emphatically gestural style of performance, a style
that belongs to what Erin Manning has named the minor gesture. Incomplete and
imperfect performances of heterosexual femininity, Gerwig’s gestures are incisive
in their revelation precisely of binary gender identity as the major, the defining and
delimiting paradigm of adulthood that her characters consistently resist.

Keywords: Gerwig; Agamben; ethics; gesture; community; performance; ontology.

In Giorgio Agamben’s small yet significant group of essays on cinema,
film stars barely obtain a mention. Even in his most influential text for
Film Studies, “Notes on Gesture” (first published in the French journal
Trafic: Revue de cinéma 1991), Agamben makes reference to dancers, poets
and philosophers, but not one film star. In the equally vivifying essay on
cinema, “Difference and Repetition: On Guy Debord’s Films” (2002), only
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Harriet Andersson in Ingmar Bergman’s Summer with Monika (Sommaren
med Monika, 1953) gains a summary mention for the moment in which
she stares directly yet briefly into camera. It may be surprising, then, that
Agamben had offered a treatment of stardom in a short text titled “For an
Ethics of the Cinema”, published a year after “Notes on Gesture” and
again in the journal Trafic. In this lesser known essay, stardom features as
a paradigmatic instance of the way in which ontology has mutated during
the course of the twentieth century, the film star presenting the final
stage in a process of metaphysical transformation. The main thesis of the
essay is the following: in the film star, “individual consciousness and the
character are captured together and deported into a region where singular
life and collective life are confused” (Agamben, 2014, p. 22).
What is innovative in Agamben’s approach to stardom is its treatment

of stars as a category, de-emphasising the uniqueness of individual
performers and paying scant attention to the inscription of power in the
scale and magnitude of the star. Rather unusually, Agamben privileges
stardom as an incidence (and end-point) in a history of how selves
and communities are imagined. Agamben identifies in the star a model of
ontology that breaks from a historical sense of being as spectrum, marked
by different degrees of tension between the singular and the collective,
or between the individual performance and the role. In cinema, the actor
and the character are inseparable, he argues, citing Gene Tierney as
Ellen Berent in Leave her to Heaven (John M. Stahl, 1945) to demonstrate
the imbrication of positions – Ellen Berent played by a different actor
would produce another film altogether. A paradoxical being, the star is
founded upon the contradictory proposition that she is at one and the
same time an example only of herself (Gene Tierney is always and only
ever Gene Tierney in film), and simultaneously the location of generic
forms (Gene Tierney is a class or style of performance that is consistently
recognisable). The fate of the star as a composite of singular and generic
forms is, ultimately, to dissolve each term, thereby disabling the spectrum
that binds the individual to community.
In a sense, the film star shows us what has been lost during the course

of the twentieth century, a loss of what Agamben has described elsewhere
as “the crystals of this common social substance” (2000, p. 79). It is
well known that Agamben wrote one of his seminal works, The Coming
Community (1990), in response to the fall of communism, asking the
question of what kind of being-together is possible after this event, and
“For an Ethics of the Cinema”, must be seen in the context of this enquiry.
However, there is something petrified in Agamben’s account of stardom
as classical Hollywood cinema, that makes film stars from this era stand
in for stardom generically whilst simultaneously consigning Hollywood
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to a past in which its meaning is fixed. Taking issue with this account,
I suggest that contemporary stardom provides for a different political
interpretation of the personal and generic in the re-presentation and
repetition of a classic cinematic language of performance to register
differently. More specifically, the language of gesture articulates both the
common communicative capacity of the body on screen, and the singular
articulation of that gestural language by a star whose particularity
enters the performance. In contemporary cinema, the figure who makes
of gesture an event, an unfolding of meaning in the moment of the
performance, is Greta Gerwig, a star whose potency resides at the
threshold between the biographical and the impersonal, between spoken
and embodied language.
Greta Gerwig has devised a style of performance that belongs to what

Erin Manning has named the minor gesture, a form always interlaced
with the major, “a force that courses through it […] problematizing
its normative standards” (2016, p. 1). Incomplete in execution, jarring,
imperfect performances of heterosexual femininity, Gerwig’s gestures are
incisive in their revelation precisely of gender as the major, the defining
and delimiting paradigm of adulthood that her films consistently resist.
The performance of ambition is another instance of minor gestures
revealing the major, the clichés of a contemporary capitalist entre-
preneurialism demanding a “can do” attitude finely calibrated in her
performance through bodily mood, attitude and bearing. In Mistress
America (Noah Baumbauch, 2015), Gerwig establishes this critique
through gestures that are played too large or that continue for a beat
too long or that operate in a disjunctive space between spoken language
and gesture. Returning routinely in her work to “late” youth, to the liminal
space between adolescence and adulthood, Gerwig’s performances
expose over and again the cost of “coming of age” and provide
moments in which a failure to accede to adult hetero-normativity and
financial success are truly triumphant. It is fitting that in her transition
from actor to director, Gerwig does not “grow up” through engagement
with distinctly adult concerns; she remains within the confines of
young female life precisely to expose the movement from youth to
adulthood as a confinement, a radical paring down of possibility. The
characters that she writes, plays and directs prefer, it would seem, like
her, to oscillate between terms, to refuse the fate of so-called growing up
into contemporary definitions of female adulthood.
The scope of this article is first of all to bring Agamben’s philosophy of

cinema into dialogue with contemporary film and stardom, and to assess
the relative merits of his brief text on stardom and the better known essay
on gesture. It is my contention that these essays, in fact, operate as
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companion pieces to enable an understanding of stardom as both a
feature of commodified personae and an historically embodied practice
productive of new ethical and political potency. Moreover, in putting
Agamben’s ideas to work outside of their comfort zone of classical
Hollywood, and in dialogue with a contemporary comedy actor and
director, Greta Gerwig, not only the ethics but also the politics of an
ontological archaeology become evident.

From Stardom to Gesture
How does stardom become written into an account of mutating ontology?
In the third and final section of the essay “For an Ethics of the Cinema”,
Agamben poses a question of stardom that is not usually asked: how does
the film star articulate (or model) the relation between the individual
and the group, and the subset to this question, how does the individual
body of the star assume a common language? The central provocation of
the essay is the question of how human beings are both individual and
collective, and the overarching historical sketch of three emblematic
“kinds” of being, all drawn from the twentieth century, provides a curious
review of metaphysical mutations. The first of these is the type, drawn
from Walter Benjamin’s “Notes sur les Tableaux parisiens de Baudelaire”
(1939). In this text, Benjamin recounts a disturbing experience that
belongs to urban life and arises from an observation of crowds. What
appear in the first instance to be the defining traits of one person’s
uniqueness, he writes, transpire to be the common elements of a new
type, a particular individuality multiplied. The surreal quality of this
revelation is given in the re-description of the crowd as “the individual
presented in his multiplicity” (Agamben, 2014, p. 19), conjuring an image
akin to the serialization of the figure of the actor in Being John Malkovich
(Spike Jonze, 1999).
From Benjamin’s type, a new iteration of the human in the early

twentieth century, Agamben proceeds to his second stepping-stone,
the persona, a move that simultaneously shifts focus from the street to
the theatre. In theatre, according to Agamben, the actor undergoes
a transformation, a ritual withdrawal of the self in order to assume the
role of character. The term persona corresponds to a mask that, once
assumed, signals the removal of the actor from the quotidian instance of
life. As a process it recalls the Stoics, “those erectors of Western ethics”,
for whom “the exemplary attitude is that of an actor who, without
identifying himself with his role, nonetheless agrees to play it faithfully
to the end” (Agamben, 2014, p. 21). The role is the site of a collective
experience, passed on historically and belonging to no one; characters
assume their independence from writers and become Hamlet and
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Ophelia. In theatre, the actor’s playing of a part is a temporary
assumption of a character that remains independent from this
performance; in other words, it retains its belonging to the collective.
With the figure of the Divo in the third section of the text, Agamben

draws significant contrast to the theatre actor’s relinquishing of self when
assuming a role, for with the film star, he contends, characters are created
specifically for her. The star, that is, rather than the role, is the continuum
across time. Moreover, she inhabits a role in such a way that precludes
others performing the same part. Inseparable from the characters played,
the Divo is a quasi-divine being that exists neither in a life of her own nor
in the films that she makes, but in a mythical sphere where the individual
and the collective are inseparable. “ ‘Gary Cooper’ or ‘Marlene Dietrich’
are not individuals”, Agamben claims, “but something that set theory
would describe as classes containing only a single element” (2014, p. 22).
In summary, the star illuminates the ontological demand of the twentieth
century: to be both unique and reproducible. In fact, this is remarkably
close to Edgar Morin’s definition of a star in the 1972 book of the same
name. He writes, “the star is the product of a dialectic of personality: an
actor imposes his personality on the heroes he plays, these heroes impose
their personality on the actor”, continuing, “[f]rom this superimpression
is born a composite being: the star” (1972, p. 89). Agamben extends this
observation to name the composite or “unigeneric being” as an exemplary
figure for the changed relation between what is singular and what is
common (or genus). The critical point is that without the possibility
of passage between the terms, there can be no relation of individual to
community, of the singular to genus.1

This densely executed argument models Agamben’s method of
philosophical archaeology, drawing together separate phenomena, or
figures, to create a constellation in which something new becomes visible.
What is made manifest in this essay is, as Nico Baumbach observes,
nothing less than “our changing definition of the human and how selves
and communities can be imagined” (2015, p. 211). The question of
individuation, which is at the heart of “For an Ethics of Cinema”, is an
attempt to think the spectrum between the species and the individual, to
account for the way in which the singularity of a person arises from
and is always in relation to the impersonal, to that which is beyond her.

1. It is worth noting that the essay was written three years after the collapse of the Berlin
Wall, and two years after Agamben’s publication of La comunità che viene. The essay’s
focus on the relation between individual and collective ontology emerges as a concern
with what his compatriot, Roberto Esposito, has called “the failure of all communisms
with the misery of new individualisms” (2010, p. 1).
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The impersonal as such is the site of common being, of what is common
to the category of being human. Yet, as much as this account is a
provocation to think stardom in the broadest historical and metaphysical
terms, the schematic nature of the argument omits the detail of film
performance as a gestural language, a form that reiterates the past
precisely as a common language of support.
Curiously, it would appear that the focus on an iteration of ethics

concerning the relation of singularity to collectivity excludes the
critical dimension of Agamben’s (1991/2000) essay on gesture in which
the question concerns how bodies, when filmed, assume a common
language. In the penultimate formulation of the essay’s subheading,
“Because cinema has its center in the gesture and not in the image,
it belongs essentially to the realm of ethics and politics”, we find the
individual Divo at the centre of an ethico-politico relation, one might say
as its key protagonist. Given these two very different interpretations of the
film star, how might one bring them to bear on the contemporary figure
of Greta Gerwig, or rather, how does Greta Gerwig inflect, and I will
argue divert, their claims?

Greta Gerwig: Divo
“For an Ethics of Cinema” would on first sight appear to be an analysis of
stardom that perfectly describes Greta Gerwig: actor, writer, director.
Gerwig’s career began in 2006 with her involvement in what became
known as the genre of mumblecore, characterised by low budget
production values twinned with youth-oriented dialogue situated in
everyday-contexts and predicaments in west coast US. Gerwig starred and
on occasion co-wrote (Hannah Takes the Stairs, 2007) and co- directed
(Nights and Weekends, 2008) the films with collaborator Joe Swanberg.
From 2010, Gerwig began to work with director Noah Baumbach, moving
into a more commercial genre playing opposite Ben Stiller in Greenberg
(2010), and co-writing with Baumbach the scripts for Frances Ha (2012),
and Mistress America (2015). In addition to numerous other film roles,
including an appearance in Woody Allen’s To Rome with Love (2012),
Gerwig’s performance in Twentieth Century Women (Mike Mills, 2016)
earned her a nomination from Critic’s Choice for best supporting actress,
and a year later her directorial debut, Ladybird (2017), was roundly
acclaimed for its script, performances and direction.
Viewed synoptically, Gerwig’s career trajectory consolidates her

uniqueness and singularity as Divo; it would be difficult to imagine
another actor playing the lead in Frances Ha or Mistress America. The
mythical status of Gerwig, the imbrication of her life and characters,
is consolidated by her romantic relationship with Baumbach.
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The characters that she plays and the worlds that they inhabit derive from
a working relationship that includes intimacy, blurring the boundary
between the productive space of work and life external to this. That
Gerwig draws extensively on her own life experience thematically, and to
the extent that her parents play her character’s parents in Frances Ha,
further elides the star and the roles. The media meta-data supporting
Gerwig’s stardom in the form of online interviews and Wikipedia pages
cements the inseparability of Gerwig from her image, or to cast this
differently, they collectively produce “Greta Gerwig” as an always-already
recognisable figure consistent across films and life. The conclusion that
Agamben draws from such an imbrication is not that life and film become
inseparable, but that Gerwig as star resides in neither of these spheres;
instead, she inhabits a mythical existence. Paradoxically, the intimate
proximity that Gerwig’s star image affords in the form of biographical
knowledge enacts a reversal and pushes the star into an unreachable
celestial realm, a class “containing only a single element (singletons) or
belonging to themselves (a E a)” (Agamben, 2014, p. 22).
The production of a mythical stardom is reliant on a consistency to her

performances in which Gerwig’s uniqueness can be identified across
films. This is achieved in part from a thematic constancy that returns
to the dynamic interplay of aporetic binary terms: aspiration and
disappointment, individuation and relationality, creativity and cliché,
and youth and adulthood. The ambition of the main character (Frances
Ha, Mistress America, Ladybird) appears to exceed her ability, but the
question of class, in particular a low-brow suburban West-coast milieu,
is the site in which such aspirations are fermented, complicating this
narrative. The character’s aspiration, at once ridiculous and admirable,
is cast as a necessary and precipitous departure from “home”, and all
that this concept is freighted with. Class complicates the character’s
relationship to the entrepreneurial drive of East coast culture which,
to be successful, is dependent on networks of social and financial
capital that the character lacks. In Mistress America, aspiration doubles
back to point to the political difficulty, and the material and virtual
obstructions to mobility, undercutting the neo-liberal capitalist dream of
start-ups and spontaneous enterprise.
A second strain to many of her films is the ambiguous valence of

romantic feelings. To a certain extent the characters Gerwig plays inhabit
the traditional generic format implicit to romantic comedy, namely the
failure of conventional heterosexual coupledom. Yet the term resonates
in several other directions through Gerwig’s characters: in the romance of
the self as a figure in the world, the ambiguous romance of friendships,
and in a more surprising figuration, the conflicted-sublime romance
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intrinsic to the mother-daughter relationship that is always nothing less
than intense. The consistency of these thematics across a number of films
has the effect of sedimenting romance within the identity of the star, in
other words, the repurposing of romance becomes the recognisable
yet singular feature of Gerwig as Divo. As Gerwig outgrows the role of
daughter poised on the threshold of adulthood, her transition from actor
to director allows her to remain bound to the same subject and dilemmas.
In becoming a director, Gerwig steps aside as an actor yet consolidates
her star persona through the singularity of her focus on questions of what
it means to accede from girlhood to womanhood.
The limitation of the figure of the Divo to explicate stardom is that

it fails to engage the detail particular to film acting, the specific move-
ments and gestures in the embodiment of a role that is both singular
in emanating from that individual, and the appropriation of a common
language. Agamben’s conceptualisation of stardom arguably creates of
the star a cipher for the model of a mutating ontology. Yet the essay on
gesture has at its centre the concept of a common form of communication
through which the possibility of community is returned. Gesture opens
onto the ethico-political meanings of stardom at the point at which the
uniqueness of a star’s gesture rehearses, repeats and reinvents the
properties of a common gestural language.

What is Gesture?
Agamben’s essay on gesture uses a compressed form to present what
Deborah Levitt has called a telegraphic relay of ideas set out under five
subheadings that are each propositions (2008, p.194). Beginning with
the late nineteenth century, Agamben traces methodological connections
between the photographer Eadweard Muybridge and neurologist Giles
de la Tourette in a shared fascination with the failing communicative
capacity of the body. It is a fascination with what is being lost, he asserts,
for the Western bourgeoisie had lost its gestures (and hitherto natural
ease). Cinema came into being to both record and reclaim the loss. In this
new genealogy, cinema emerges as an apparatus that is implicated in a
biopolitical capture of the body (prefiguring surveillant culture), and also
a media able to exhibit the communicative capacity of bodies otherwise
unintelligible to the human eye. This capacity Agamben locates in gesture,
those movements in which “nothing is being produced or acted, but
rather something is being endured and supported” (1991/2000, p. 56).
Cinema seems to foreground the body (rather than language) as the
medium or condition-of-being for humans, and, in an age in which
Taylorist productivity was a keen concern, could show it operating
outside of the sphere of instrumentality (or, a means to an end).
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The ethical foundation that gesture provides for cinema is perhaps
the most forceful assertion to be made and the most difficult to qualify.
In the penultimate section of the essay Agamben asks, “What is gesture?”
(1991/2000), answering through the work of ancient Roman scholar
Marcus Terentius Varro, whose thesis inscribes gesture in the field of
action yet sets it apart from action as conscious intent on the one hand,
and for itself on the other. A citation from Varro clarifies the meaning
through a recursive philology, tracing the relation of the term through
agere, to act, and gerere, to carry and to carry on. In shifting the emphasis
from gesture as a form of making, with its inference of intention and
conscious agency propelling the act, to carrying, Agamben inflects the
term with a sense of duty, bringing it into alignment with a Stoic credence
of support: a gesture implies “a meaning transferred from those who
gerunt ‘carry’ burdens, because they support them” (1991/2000, p. 56).
The impact of “Notes on Gesture” on the discipline of Film Studies has

been significant. In one direction, Agamben’s text suggests an indifference
to the dramatic forms of cinema and its stars, re-casting the history of
cinema as a great archive of gestures. What may be asked of the archive
is the question of how particular bodies communicate their position
within the ethnic, sexual and class hierarchies of the day, the focus of
Oksana Bulgakova’s (2010) study of gesture in Russian film. The archive
presents further potential for the extraction and repurposing of gesture
to reveal unintended meanings, as Catherine Fowler (2013) argues in
a reading of the encyclopedic film, The Clock (Christian Marclay, 2010).
In another direction, gesture is the staging of meaning, according to
Patricia Pisters (2015), as an in-between act, falling between language and
image, subject and object, subject and other, world and image. Gesture in
many accounts has come to trouble the primacy of thought directing the
body as it moves, suggestive instead of movement as event, contingent on
circumstances, detached from finality (Char &Watkins, 2015; Grønstadt,
Gustafsson & Vagnes, 2017). And in Juana Maria Rodriguez’s queer
account, the ambiguity of gesture entails a potential risk of excess in
meaning (2014, p. 5). In a similar mode, Erin Manning’s conceptualiz-
ation of minor gestures as subtle tendencies and tones, she argues, bring
the non-conscious toward consciousness, “bring[ing] into resonance field
effects otherwise backgrounded in experience” (2016, p. 7).
In one sense gesture enacts, repeats and therefore upholds social law

through embodied acts (a handshake as a form of polite greeting, the
gendered gesture of men opening legs when seated and women crossing
legs), but in affinity with Judith Butler’s notion of speech acts that mis-
fire, gestures can also read differently depending on context, performance
and the material effects of particular bodies. Homi Bhabha’s concept of
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the colonial subject practicing the gestures of the coloniser is one
such instance where the ambivalent effect of black bodies moving in the
manner associated with white bodies is of mimicry and mockery rather
than compliance (1994, p. 85). Intention and agency are not the issue
here as the effect of gesture is not necessarily known in advance, nor
is gesture as citation of another individual’s practices necessarily
recognized. What is significant in current descriptions of the indeter-
minacy of gesture is the implication for howwe think of time and the event
of movement. In its open-endedness, and unrestrained by the past tense
of intention, gesture bears a futural temporality, the possibility of leading
the event in unpredictable directions.
The various emphases of current gesture scholarship in directing

attention towards the materiality of the body, the emergence of meaning
in the relational contract and the futural frame of meaning, describe
somewhat neatly the style of Gerwig’s acting, in particular her perfor-
mance in the films directed by Noah Baumbach. However, when gesture is
brought back to the specificity of the medium of film, to its rehearsed and
recorded modality, our understanding of gesture needs to mutate once
again. For gesture in film is a mediation of the body in movement in which
certain features of gesture are rehearsed, pronounced, repressed and
conditioned by the specificities implicit to cinema. As Asbjørn Grønstad,
Henrik Gustafsson and Øyvind Vågnes assert in a recent editorial, film is
able “to both document and modify gesture” (2017, p. 4), which advances
the following proposition: how might gesture modify film? It remains to
be asked, more explicitly, in what way do Gerwig’s gestures articulate the
medium of film and to what ethical and political effect?

Greta Gerwig’s Gestures
Towards the beginning of Mistress America, there is a scene in which the
character Tracey (Lola Kirke), a young, college freshman newly arrived in
New York and lonely, meets Gerwig’s character, Brooke. The sequence in
which they meet for the first time is set in Times Square and provides a set
piece from cinematic choreography: a character enters by descending
stairs. The location for the meeting is already the hyperbolically lit and
crowded Times Square and the particular set of stairs are the twenty-seven
Ruby Red steps that famously provide a view of the square from the height
of sixteen meters. The opening begins with Brooke from the top of the
steps shouting Tracey’s name, which is a cue for Tracey to turn and
look up. The next shot follows Tracey’s sight-line and we have a first image
of Brooke wearing a white patterned coat, marking her out from other
people standing and sitting on the steps. She is a third of the way down
and her next gesture is to raise her arms, out-stretched, and to call
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“Welcome to the great white way!”. It is a dramatic moment that she
performs with largess, but she has misjudged the length of time that
it takes to descend. In calling Tracey to watch her towards the top of the
stairs, she is then obliged to hold Tracey’s attention for the remaining
descent. Her arms remain extended for a few more seconds, wobbling
with every step and then awkwardly move up to flick her hair back over
her shoulders. The sequence cuts twice to Tracey and back again to
Brooke who is still descending the stairs. The edits serve to emphasise the
duration of the descent and the dramatically empty space as it continues,
during which time Brooke’s micro-gestures of slightly raised arms and
comic head shake play out the moment.
In Laura Mulvey’s (2006) discussion of Imitation of Life (Douglas Sirk,

1959), she comments at length on the manner in which a star entrance
serves to announce and spectacularise the actor in classical Hollywood
cinema. Shot on the board-walk and steps to the beach in Coney Island,
the sequence serves to differentiate the character of Lora (Lana Turner),
above, from Annie (Juanita Moore), waiting and watching below. In a
similar use of editing to Baumbach’s film, the point of view remains with
the lower actor whose function is to watch, and for the audience to watch
her watching, for this is spectacle, that is, “the ordering and organizing
of a ‘poetics of space’ that make the sequence cinematically special”
(Mulvey, 2006, p. 154). But where Mulvey identifies the resonance
between the sweep of the camera’s crane movements and the elegantly
smooth descent of the star (Lana Turner), the sequence featuring Gerwig
performs the inverse. In Gerwig’s gesture, the throwing wide of her
arms as she takes a step down, the spectacular classical moment of the
star’s entry is referenced, yet fails to carry through. In Mistress America,
a classical gesture is performed but its potency tails off as it continues
beyond its initial moment. The scene is critical both in establishing
the character as aspirational and as a foretaste of the potential comedy
of her ambition. In terms of stardom, it showcases Gerwig’s fine use of
gesture; the slightly too grand a scale of her armmovements, the excessive
duration of the gesture, combine with the subtle staccato movement
of the rest of her body as she moves from one step to the next deliver
a performance that is citational yet incomplete.
It has been claimed that Greta Gerwig redefines what is talked about

when acting is the subject of conversation, such is her radical departure
from classical performance.2 It is not however that Gerwig does not have

2. As an example, see Guy Adams’s “Greta Gerwig: The Queen of Low-Budget Cinema is
Breaking into the Mainstream with her Role in Arthur” (2011).
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a style, but on the contrary, her style rests on a deep investiture of the
body as a site of complex communication. The genre and script of many
of her films thematise the body, in particular Frances Ha, in which she is
a dancer, and Mistress America, in which she plays, among other things,
a physical trainer. These are the films that take the focus of this analysis.
Gerwig’s comedy partakes of early cinema’s physicality, yet it is not
slapstick. Her gestures draw attention to her failure to comply with the
rules implicit to social engagement. Her lack of success, for her characters
routinely fail, doubles back to her body and her seeming inability
to accomplish gestures. Her movements have a particular potency that
resides in their imperfection, the unfinished manner in which they are
executed which is simultaneously the site of their significance. The
political appeal of Gerwig’s gestures is not in the sense of her as a failed
character, but of her failure to conform to structures of identity that
delimit behavior. Gerwig’s performance often pivots on the misdirection
of intention and its effect, on the inconsistencies of self and dependency
upon others, on the misfiring of the self as a stable unit.
If Gerwig’s particularity as an actor (her appeal as Divo in one sense), is

her ability to maintain a position at the threshold between youth
and adulthood, she sustains this both through the physicality of
her performance and through a bodily citation of films in which this
threshold is key. In a sequence in Frances Ha, Gerwig’s performance
invokes Denis Lavant’s dance along a city street to the soundtrack
of David Bowie’s “Modern Love” in Mauvais Sang (Leos Carax, 1987). In
both films, the dance is a moment of energetic release as the character
transitions from the confines of an apartment onto the streets of the city
at night. Lavant’s performance has the explosive quality typical of his
physicality as an actor. The sequence builds as the camera tracks his
character running along the street, an action that begins to be broken
by spasmodic gestures of his head and arms, leading to a number of
acrobatic moves, and finally incorporating figurative pirouettes and
cabriole leaps.3 Gerwig’s version similarly incorporates classical moves
from ballet, yet her run diverges from the former in several ways.
The cityscape is more cluttered and Gerwig’s character has to negotiate
obstacles in the form of crowds and drifters along the street. She is also
wearing a leather jacket and carrying a large rucksack, restricting her
speed and ambit. In spite of these limitations, Gerwig’s performance is

3. For a discussion of the intersection of dance, gesture and Denis Lavant, and what she
names chore-cinema, see Laura McMahon’s “Rhythms of Relationality and Dance”
(2014).

Film-Philosophy 23 (2019)

188

1

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40



light. The citation creates another moment in which her gestures
reference an ideal and remain a partial manifestation of the original. In
other words, the practice of citation indicates the presence of ideal
gestures, the normative modes of comportment and the classical filmic
versions of a performative embodiment, only to show Gerwig’s corporeal
deviation. As others have noted, Frances Ha cites the French New Wave
in its use of principle photography, black and white imaging, lightness
of narrative arc and theme of youth. Indeed, the scenes of Frances with
her two male flat-mates in the China Town section of the film recalls
François Truffaut’s Jules et Jim (1962), in which companionship and
romantic love are intricately braided. In Frances Ha, the citation
again marks both an homage to and a departure from Truffaut’s film as
the set-up is fleeting and Gerwig’s character is forced to move on from this
triadic relationship.
Using gesture as a procedure, an invocation of ideals, is not confined to

intertextual filmic references. Gerwig’s deployment of gesture also cites
the codified gestural language of gender and sexuality. In Frances Ha, the
character of Frances is entangled with her friend, Sophie (Valentina
Mari), in a semi-conscious romance and whilst the script directs attention
to the ambiguous nature of their relationship, it is within gesture that
the most affective signifiers occur. The film opens with a sequence in
which Frances and Sophie “play fight” in the park, a child-like, feline
clawing of each other that is a legitimised form of non-sexual touching
between friends and yet it retains the ambivalent potential of desire. The
normative alignment of heterosexuality with binary forms of gendered
identity is undercut by many of the movements that characterize Frances:
other characters comment that she “walks like a man”, for example, and
her carrying of a large rucksack rather than a more “feminine” accessory
draws the comment “undatable” from her male friends.
Similarly, in Mistress America, the gestural language of all-American

entrepreneurial self-promotion receives treatment in a sequence of pitch-
ing an idea that occurs three times during the film. In the first iteration,
Brooke pitches the idea to businessmen over lunch, a scene that Tracey
watches through the restaurant winder, later commenting on Brooke’s
confident body language. Brooke then sells the idea to Tracey whilst
showing her the commercial premises that she has rented, pacing the
shop and elaborating her ideas with expressive hand gestures. In the third
version, Brooke attempts to present the idea to a small audience including
her ex-boyfriend who may potentially fund the venture, but her arm
movements are stiff and lack rhythm, until Tracey stands up, moves to the
front and contributes to the pitch. The pitch then gathers momentum
as the two women generate a rhythmic dialogue and gestural language
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that they collaboratively bring into being. The scene presents a contagion
of gestures, movements that can summon an idea, generating thought
from increasingly animated arm arcs. The credibility (or otherwise) of
the idea is embedded in the embodied manner of presentation and
co-produced in a relay of dialogue motivated by the movements of the
body. “It would be the best of capitalism”, Tracey announces of the virtual
restaurant, “what politicians pretend they mean when they say ‘small
business’”. The energy of the dialogue builds as the characters move in
synchrony, passing the baton back and forth as they speak even though
their comments do not segue. The emergence of the scene takes place
at the level of gestural synchronisation rather than conceptual synergy.
The fashioning of ideas through the body allows Gerwig to draw out
the ideals of American capital and culture to an exaggerated extent,
performing a caricature of how capital operates. In narrative terms, the
pitch fails and the business does not receive investment, reiterating the
failure of Gerwig’s character to achieve states of “maturity” and success.

Resolution, Repetition and Variation
If, as I am arguing, Gerwig’s characters routinely undermine the
normative tropes of the coming of age comedy, providing an implicit
critique of binary identity, a counter position might identify a current of
economic dependency running through the films that destabilises the
potency of non-conformity. In Frances Ha, the main character’s lack of
financial security radically undercuts her independence as she becomes
peripatetic, relying upon men to provide a home. Her refusal of the
offer to co-habit with her boyfriend and the consequent break-up of the
relationship delivers her to potential free-fall when her friend Sophie,
in contrast, moves in with her boyfriend leaving Frances without the
means to continue renting their shared apartment, and then to the
generosity of friends in whose spare rooms she temporarily resides, and
the indignity of residing in a college dormitory when she takes the job of
waiting staff at Vassar, her alma mater. In Mistress America, Brooke is
relying on the financial investment of her boyfriend and when this fails,
she approaches her ex-boyfriend in desperation. The finale of both films
sees Gerwig’s character conform. In Frances Ha, she relinquishes her
desire to become a dancer and accepts the role of choreographer and
accounts manager for her former dance company. InMistress America, the
final play out is Brooke moving back to Los Angeles.
Yet, the resolution of Gerwig’s films is perhaps not to be taken at face

value. For what is at work as a driving force is not a purposive logic but
a rhythm of repetition and recursion, a mode of structuration that
Lisa Trahair identifies with comedy (2007). In Frances Ha, the structure of
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the film is the fate of Frances as she “moves on” yet reproduces the
same dynamic in another setting (the relationship with Sophie, the apart-
ment moves), or bounces between polarities, for example, the city and
suburbia, east coast and west coast, the new world (America) and the old
world (Paris). In Mistress America, the story of Tracey and the character of
Brooke are revealed through a series of disconnected scenarios that seem
to lead by chance, luck or accident, to the next. In other words, the logic of
the film resides recursively in the details of one part in relation to another
rather than within the description of an overarching structure. The form
of the film, that is, partakes of the gestural economy defined as thought
led by action, experience opened to potential variation and movement
detached from finality. Through the figure of Gerwig, the relation between
the gestural and the comic can be stated as one of mutual incipience;
the comic experiences a gradual emergence through the gestural and
vice versa.
If narrative resolution to these films remains unconvincing, it is

perhaps because Gerwig’s performance style transmits certain gestures
of the incomplete across films, eluding a sense of closure, and it is at this
point that Agamben’s essays on stardom and gesture coincide, casting a
long shadow back across the history of cinema. Situating her for a second
time within his account of stardom after attending to the physicality
of her performance, Gerwig registers on the continuum of a mutating
ontology only in so far as her persona is transmissible, fluid, moving
across film genre and across the divide between performance and pro-
duction. Gerwig maintains a mythological star quality in the continuous
use of a kinetic performance foregrounding the materiality of her body in
its potency, and insinuating that the body may lead consciousness rather
than vice versa. In directing her first feature film, she sustains focus in
hovering on the same female threshold to adulthood. The consistency
and fixated nature of her focus on the attenuated, unfinished state of
late female adolescence provides a ritual return to a gestural economy
where convention coincides with the unthought unknown, and where
Carrie Noland argues “culture both asserts and loses its grip on
individual subjects” (2009, p. 64). Further, Gerwig annotates through
her speculative body movements, the point at which the uniqueness of
the singular being meets the common properties of being. If film is the
amassing of a great archive of gestures, a collective impersonal resource, it
provides the framework for an eventful exchange between the major force
of the given with the minor force of reinvention.
Finally, the argument asserts that in the coming together of Gerwig’s

stardom and Agamben’s thought on cinema, a confluence gathers force-
fully around the concept of the communal and its relation to genus as the
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impersonal. In an essay that draws on Gilbert Simondon’s thinking
about a pre-individual state of being that is not a developmental stage
but a connection to the impersonal that all individuals carry, Agamben
maps being as a terrain. The individual is in this sense visualised as a
force-field of tensions between the collective as species and the individual
as ego, a dynamic that is an ethical relation binding the subject to the
group. In Agamben’s description of this pre-individual state, he makes an
interesting connection with what might be a description of Gerwig’s star
quality. He writes,

even before we wonder at the world outside us, what awes and stuns us
is the presence within us of a part that is forever immature, infinitely
adolescent, and hesitant to cross the threshold of any individuation.
(2005, p. 15)

In reading Gerwig’s performance as the anguish of existing at this
threshold, what becomes visible is the political cost in the demand for
young women to grow-up, to leave behind genus and embrace adulthood.
All that is co-emergent, relational, and pre-individual (in its philosophical
sense) has to be abandoned to enter the exclusionary logic of binary
identity. Gerwig’s characters fail to cross, and for this reason, I would
argue, her stardom achieves a current luminosity.
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