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"A great picture is
a cut of the whole

event which will
show more of the

real truth of the
affair to someone

who was not there
than the whole

scene."
- Robert Capa



Through the act of putting pen to paper, paintbrush to canvas,
artists sculpt their imagination into tangible forms; they render the
invisible, visible.

Reflecting on art through the veil of what is 'hidden' raises questions of
obscurity and visibility, foregrounding structures of power and agency. If we
interrogate the lexical choice of 'hidden' rather than ‘hiding’, we might note an
emphasis on objects being obscured rather than subjects actively and decidedly
keeping themselves out of sight. Yet could there be a power in being hidden?
Who is enabled to take centre stage and who is reduced to the fringes?

We may consider the opposite of being hidden as feeling seen, experiencing
connection, recognition and understanding. So what does invisibility inhibit? In
this light, as Olivia Laing elucidates, art can be the antidote. It “opens us to the
interior lives of others, it is a training ground for possibility. It makes plain
inequalities, and it offers other ways of living." 

On multiple levels, Céline Sciamma's Portrait of a Lady on Fire grapples with the
question of what it means to be hidden. In examining the capacity of art to
reveal and memorialise, the film explores themes of subterfuge, identity and
intimacy. 

Set on a secluded island in Brittany towards the end of the eighteenth century,
Portrait depicts an electrifying romance that explores what it means to see and
be seen. Specifically, this subtly radical film recounts the story of an artist,
Marianne, who is commissioned by a countess to surreptitiously paint the
wedding portrait of reluctant bride-to-be, Héloïse, under the guise of being her
chaperone. As a powerful connection emerges between the two women,
Marianne must study and paint her subject in secret, looking without appearing
to look. 

From the very opening shots of the film, Sciamma plays with absence and
presence, intertwining themes of femininity and creativity, as Marianne, who
initially offers artistic guidance off-screen, sits as a model for a class of young
women who fill once-empty canvases with strokes of dark charcoal. Against
the quiet backdrop of a rise in the female artistic scene in the 1770s, notions of
collaboration, emancipation and invention come immediately to the fore. 

In this booklet, you’ll find a collection of short essays musing on the connections
between Portrait and the theme of ‘hidden’, alongside creative prompts and film
club questions to guide your reflections. Watch the film, give yourself time to
formulate your ideas, then delve into dialogue with the perspectives and
analysis shared on the following pages. As it’s so wonderful and uplifting to
make space to share ideas and delight in art and culture, we’d love you to join us
for a film club to discuss the questions outlined in the final section. There are, of
course, no right or wrong answers - just enjoy pondering and the opportunity to
engage with whatever comes to mind. We can’t wait to hear your thoughts!

 Introduction

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/medusa-zoom-conversation-on-portrait-of-a-lady-on-fire-tickets-247052258957


MEDUSA Discusses: HIDDEN - Portrait of A Lady on Fire. Film club on Zoom,
Thursday 3rd February 2022, 7-8.15pm, RSVP on Eventbrite. 

Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019) - written and directed by Céline Sciamma,
starring Adèle Haenel, Noémie Merlant, Valeria Golino and Luàna Bajrami.
Production: Lilies Films, Arte France Cinéma, Hold Up Films. Cinematography:
Claire Mathon. Art: Hélène Delmaire. 

Portrait is available to watch on BBC iPlayer until 4/2/22.

MEDUSA is a creative partnership between Emily Walters and Eden Szymura
that seeks to cultivate connection and reimagining through the arts. Using a
feminist lens, the pair guide creative and exploratory conversations through
events and in the curation and editing they undertake on their platform,
medusacreatives.com. Emily and Eden also draw on their own experience as
writers and visual artists to inform the work they do in collaboration. Outside of
their creative practice, Emily works in linguistic translation and Eden in social
impact strategy. Both live in London and are Durham University graduates. 

Screenshot from 1:40:06 -Marianne sketching Héloïse 

Screenshot from 34:15 - Multiple motifs are intertwined in this shot - a mirror, a headless figure,
a frame. Such rich imagery opens out ideas surrounding absence and presence and the
reciprocity of the gaze.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/m0011f0c/portrait-of-a-lady-on-fire
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"There is no muse" - The Art
of Looking 

Perspective - the subject who gazes and

the object yielding to their vision, the

actors afforded the agency to look and

the passive sight they behold -

encapsulates ever-present, yet often

concealed power dynamics that are

inextricably embedded in visual culture.

In the realms of cinema, portraiture and

photography, the question of perspective is

particularly vital, as these forms enable

audiences to reproduce and retrace the

gazes that artists construct and

obscure. In the words of John Berger, the

art critic and historian whose seminal work,

Ways of Seeing, brought such questions to

the fore, “the relation between what we see

and what we know is never settled”. 

Much of art historical portraiture has

been shaped by an asymmetrical binary

between the active artist and their silent

sitter. Equally, throughout the history of

cinema, the predominance of the male gaze

- or the channelling of a hetero-patriarchal

perspective through the camera lens - has

resulted in normalising the objectification of

marginalised identities on screen. If, as

artists and audiences, we fail to

examine the viewpoints and frames

enfolded in the imagery we consume,

such uneven distributions of power

remain hidden. 

Screenshot from 1:02:43 - “If you look at me, who do I look at?”

"In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in

looking has been split between active/male and

passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its

phantasy onto the female figure, which is styled

accordingly."

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema by Laura Mulvey

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pDE4VX_9Kk&t=16s&ab_channel=tw19751


Conceived as a manifesto on the female

gaze, Portrait on a Lady on Fire confronts

and re-imagines the relations of power

entwined in the act of looking. With

cinematic convention equating to the male

gaze, the female gaze encapsulates

rebellious subversions of this way of

seeing that has been coded as the norm.

For instance, in the scenes in which Héloïse

sits for Marianne, the familiar structure of a

dynamic artist behind their canvas

beholding a static model is unravelled as a

succession of shot/reverse shots evoke

movement, dialogue and collaboration.

That Sciamma’s protagonists both

observe and are observed is explicitly

referenced, as Héloïse invites Marianne to

take her place, instructs her to look, and

asks “If you look at me, who do I look at?”.

Through their desire, they actively and

delightedly inhabit the visual space of

their beloved’s gaze; a shift from the

convention of voyeuristic objectification

to a radical, empathetic reciprocity of

vision ensues. Crucially, Sciamma has

asserted that there is no muse in

Portrait, instead there are only subjects.

Her female gaze is rooted in parity,

creativity and invention; centred on

sharing the experiences of a character,

not objectifying them. 

 Screenshot from 13:13

Above, Marianne discovers another artist’s

startling failed attempt at capturing Héloïse’s

image. The recurring shots of faceless

portraits foreground the power relations

inherent in the act of looking. 

| The Art of Looking

https://www2.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/interviews/portrait-lady-fire-celine-sciamma-female-sex-art-solidarity


Depicting frames within frames and

artworks within artworks, Sciamma

unrelentingly draws attention to the act

of looking, accordingly obliterating

tendencies that seek to disguise the

subjectivity and prejudices of the

camera lens. Through mise en abyme, or

the representation of painted portraits

within the overall cinematic portrait,

Sciamma directs the audience’s gaze

toward the layers of focalisation present in

the filmic frame, reminding us of our -

normally concealed - position in space as

quiet observers. Many of these frames are

mirrors, replicating, reflecting and

refracting, enabling the lovers to look at

each other while simultaneously looking

at themselves.

There is a further heightening of the

visual plane due to the absence of non-

diegetic sound, minimal incorporation of

music and the slow-reveal of Héloïse’s

appearance - her face initially hidden by

the recurrence of faceless portraits and

then her dramatic cape. Attesting to the

irrefutable power of images, portraits

are refused, burned, destroyed, made

and re-made. In rendering the invisible,

visible, this is a film that asks us to

bear witness to marginalised

experiences, a film that raises

questions of who has the power to

evade oppressive gazes and a film that

explores what can be overcome by at

once seeing and being seen. 

Screenshot from 1:40:00: Sciamma quotes and queers Diego Velázquez's The Rokeby Venus in

this shot, encapsulating the reciprocity of the protagonists' gazes.

The Art of Looking |

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mise_en_abyme_(in_literature_and_other_media)
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/diegetic-sound-and-non-diegetic-sound-whats-the-difference#what-is-nondiegetic-sound
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diego_Vel%C3%A1zquez


“Do all lovers feel like they
are inventing something?” 
Allusions and Allegory
 
Resplendent with symbolism, Portrait of

a Lady on Fire re-imagines the story of

Orpheus and Eurydice, revealing hidden

perspectives and uncovering alternative

readings of this ancient myth. The crux of

this iconic tale hinges on the power of

looking; the resonance of its tragedy so

deeply inscribed, as the very reason the

titular lovers are so close to reuniting is

equally the reason they are fated to remain

apart. As related by Ovid in

Metamorphoses, Orpheus, a lyricist and

poet, and Eurydice, a beautiful nymph,

fall in love and marry, only for Eurydice

to tragically die shortly after.  

Striving to retrieve his beloved from the

grasp of Hades, Orpheus braves the journey

into the Underworld. His wish is granted –

but on the condition that he refrains from

looking back at Eurydice as she follows him

to the land of the living. Incapable of

resisting just one brief glance, Orpheus

turns back and Eurydice is lost to him

forever. 

Christian Gottlieb Kratzenstein, Orpheus and Eurydice, 1806, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen; 

Charles-François Lebœuf, Dying Eurydice (1822), marble

Reviving this tragedy in Portrait, Sciamma

unravels its symbols and implications. Who

is afforded the agency to narrate the

cultural tales that endure? What does it

mean to lose someone so as to capture their

image? What is revealed by the

intersections of love, memory and art? 



As Portrait unfurls on a remote Breton

island, the interstitial space of the

coastline intensifies the shared thematic

strands of separation, peripheries and

liminality. Within the dimly-lit mansion, the

thresholds of stairways and doorways, the

borders of canvas frames, the palimpsest

effect of sketching and writing in novels

entwine motivically to provide discourse on

the in-between, matters of taboo and the

unspoken threat of separation. The scene in

which Héloïse reads aloud from Marianne’s

copy of Ovid’s tale can be considered

emblematic of the film as a whole; a

cinematic space in which domestic

hierarchy is dissolved and servant, 

mistress and artist alike are empowered

to debate and exchange their

interpretations and perspectives.

Gathered in front of the flickering fire - the

flames a generative source of energy and

intimacy - Héloïse reads and re-reads,

Sophie and Marianne interject and pose

questions and together the three debate

love’s indomitability, choice, consent and

autonomy. Close-ups of each woman in

turn afford weight and validity to their

respective interpretations and feelings.

For Marianne, Orpheus makes the poet’s

choice, not the lover’s, looking back to

condemn Eurydice in his desire to retain

solely the memory of her. Yet crucially, the

sequence ends with Héloïse questioning -

what if it were Eurydice imploring

Orpheus to turn around? 

Screenshot from 1:47:00: Cyclically, allusions to Orpheus and Eurydice in Hades occur both

towards the beginning and the end of the film. Note how, in the earlier scene, Héloise is at the

bottom of the stairs and doesn’t look back, then at the end, the protagonists’ roles are reversed

and Marianne follows Héloise’s imperative by turning to glance at her once again.  

| Allusions and Allegory



Voicing this formerly unspoken

consideration - that Eurydice may have had

a decisive role in her own story - Héloïse

astounds Marianne, who opens her mouth as

if to speak, but instead knowingly hesitates,

her smile falls and she says nothing. 

Much of the tension of Portrait resides in

that which is left unsaid. The possibility of

Marianne and Héloïse escaping the confines

of external expectation and forging a life

together is never even entertained - instead,

the recurrence of spectral imagery

instils a sense of foreboding; imbuing

the narrative with a feeling of inevitable

loss.

Departing from the subtle, muted palette

and natural lighting of the rest of the film,

the ghostly visions of Héloïse appearing

behind Marianne as she walks through the

mansion are startling in their sudden

discordance. The apparition is at once

hyper-realist and audaciously artificial,

with a theatrical stage light-esque fade

in and out illuminating the haunting

bride-to-be. As the figure of Héloïse is

framed in the transitory space of the

doorway, emphasis is placed on the

ambiguity and liminality of the lovers’ bond.

With their time together inescapably

retreating into memory, how can they

hold onto what they share? 

Screenshot from 1:18:49: Arresting spectral imagery plays with notions of absence and

presence. At this stage in the narrative, Marianne and Héloïse are together but haunted by

the inevitability of Héloïse marrying another.

| Allusions and Allegory



The Feminine World 

Hidden also allows us to turn our

attention to the film’s contained (and

concealed) feminine storyworld. One

could say the adjective ‘protected’ applies

to the Breton island, given Sciamma’s care

and attention towards creating a world that

captivates its viewers. However, meaning-

making is rarely straightforward. Different

forces of power are in conflict within the

storyworld, and so the feminine is at once

concealed, secure, vulnerable, and

dangerous. Let’s explore the different

threads that create and sustain it.

Physical manifestations

On the most literal level, Marianne enters an

enclosed space as she lands in Brittany to

paint Héloïse. The jutting cliffs, tumultuous 

sea and barren landscape come to life to

keep the world out, or perhaps its

inhabitants, in.

For those of you who are fans of Gothic or

Romantic literature, you will know that

landscape and location (like moors and big

old castles) often take on a life of their own

to become metaphors for the plot. With this

line of inquiry, does the film use extreme

landscape to protect its protagonists, or

does the setting reflect Héloïse’s inner

wildness? 

You can take the relationship between

space and meaning one step further and

explore psychogeography, which is informed

by psychoanalysis and the unconscious

mind. Debord defines it as ‘the study of the

precise laws and specific effects of the 

Screenshot from 00:20:00 - Marianne and Héloïse looking out at the Breton seascape. 

 

| The Feminine World 



geographical environment, whether

consciously organised or not, on the

emotions and behaviour of individuals’. From

this perspective, the setting does not just

frame the action, but actively influences it.

Is it the concealed, oppressive, starkness of

Brittany that drives Héloïse’s sister to commit

suicide? The filmmaker constantly asks us to

choose between the environment as the

cause or effect of oppression.

Respite

The film makes clear that even in the most

hidden parts of the world, a lack of bodily

autonomy and gendered expectations

persist. When her sister dies, the

requirement to marry as a woman of wealth

passes onto Héloïse. But so extreme is the

landscape that characters must physically

leave the island in order to reach

‘civilisation’ and meet these more overt

expectations of femininity. Indeed, it is the 

very need for Héloïse’s mother to journey to

the mainland and make preparations for

their move to Italy that provides the film’s

characters with a chance at pleasure in this

hidden world. 

When we are left with a stark lack of male

characters, or those who have become

agents of the patriarchy, the chateau

arguably blossoms into a secret garden of

safety. Let’s explore.

New experience

Although isolated and concealed, the

chateau explodes into a space for

transformative experiences. Our female

characters have many firsts, everything from

abortion, pleasure, smoking, and even

practising humility (we’d argue in the case

of Marianne). It is of course Héloïse’s firsts –

everything from running to sex – that are

cast in the starkest relief and a comment on

how imprisonment of women of ‘high birth’ 

Screenshot from 1:34:43: Sophie, the maid, doing embroidery 

The Feminine World |



can be particularly literal.

Space and temporality

These experiences are held and hidden by

the short window of opportunity that

enables them. Sciamma’s characters have

permission to more vividly invert and reject

social norms to create a space where the

rules do not apply, because they understand

it is only temporary.

For example, the lady of the house peels

potatoes while the maid, Sophie, does

embroidery for pleasure. Héloïse and

Marianne are afforded the space to kindle a

loving and passionate sexual relationship.

Sophie finally has the time to abort an

unwanted foetus, which takes multiple

attempts. Perhaps the hardest challenge for

us, and indeed Marianne who frames our

Screenshot from 1:49:31:  Close up of a portrait of Héloïse in the Salon, years later,

referencing page 28, the page on which Marianne draws her self portrait.

gaze, is to accept that this secret world

must be relegated to history.

Still, we persist

But, this is a film about nuance. Sciamma’s

characters, Héloïse specifically, are under

no illusions about how their lives have been

mapped out for them. The filmmaker does

not insult their intelligence by letting them

escape to a permanently hidden physical

world. Yet Sciamma triumphs by successfully

protecting these experiences in the hearts

of her protagonists. Héloïse and Marianne’s

hidden world persists, coded in paintings

and music, in spite of their separation. There

is an unspoken contract  in this film that the

feminine world, queer love and sisterhood

exist and prevail in spite of hardship. And

isn’t that heartbreakingly beautiful?

| The Feminine World 



Sciamma employs metalepsis, or the
switching of narrative levels, to play
with perspective and chronology.
How might you capture and recreate
such an approach to explore the
theme of hidden? 

Mise en abyme is a prominent and
effective device in Portrait. Are there
similar techniques you could develop
to embed hidden messages in your
artwork?

Sciamma incorporates music
sparingly to heighten its impact -
which elements of your artwork
could you pare back so as to
intensify the subject you depict?

Portrait quotes and reimagines
famous artworks, such as Diego
Velázquez's The Rokeby Venus. To
which historical artworks might you
allude in order to reveal something
new?

Hidden Inspiration

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diego_Vel%C3%A1zquez


What spoke to you within the film, what
moved you? 

How can you take inspiration from Sciamma’s
film into your own creative practice, and
specifically the theme of ‘hidden’?

Where and how do you situate Sciamma’s
work in relation to your wider contextual
knowledge of art? Do you notice stark
similarities or contrasts in her practice to
another artist, for example?

It has been asserted that “although any story
of loss is heartbreaking, it can also be, as
Portrait of a Lady on Fire surely is, life-
affirming” (Benjamin Eldon Stevens). How
does this assessment sit with you?

How did Portrait’s protected/sealed feminine
world impact you? 

Sciamma has described her film as a
‘manifesto on the female gaze’. What does this
manifesto teach us and how is it distinctive?

What do the supporting characters (Sophie,
the maid and the Countess, H’s mother) bring
to the narrative?

Film Club


