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Extended Abstract

The contemporary metropolis can no longer be understood merely as a phys-
ical or functional structure composed of buildings, infrastructures, and spatial
regulations. Rather, it should be approached as an existential condition of lived
experience in which the modern subject is continuously confronted with lone-
liness, suspension of meaning, and various forms of alienation. In this sense,
the city does not operate simply as a backdrop for human actions but emerges
as an active horizon that shapes perception, subjectivity, and modes of being-
in-the-world. Within such a condition, meaning is neither fully stabilized nor
entirely absent; instead, it remains suspended, fragmented, and constantly de-
ferred. This suspension becomes particularly perceptible in cinematic repre-
sentations that refrain from spectacle and narrative excess and instead focus
on minimal situations, bodily presence, and perceptual duration. Minimalist
cinema, through the deliberate reduction of narrative events, visual diversity,
and dramatic action, offers a distinctive capacity for articulating this existential
condition. By limiting cinematic elements, minimalist films foreground percep-
tion itself, allowing space, time, and the embodied subject to appear as primary
phenomenological structures. In this framework, urban space is not necessari-
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ly represented through panoramic cityscapes or architectural iconography but
may instead be articulated through absence, dialogue, stillness, and temporal
suspension. Such an approach opens the possibility for a phenomenological
reading of the city as an experienced condition rather than a visible object.
From a phenomenological perspective, this reduction does not imply a lack of
meaning but rather enables the emergence of latent experiential layers that
are often obscured in conventional cinematic forms. Minimalist cinema slows
down perception and resists narrative closure, allowing the viewer to inhabit
moments of uncertainty, hesitation, and reflection. These qualities closely reso-
nate with the lived experience of the contemporary metropolis, where acceler-
ation, overstimulation, and functional efficiency paradoxically result in existen-
tial stagnation and perceptual exhaustion. The present study aims to provide
a phenomenological interpretation of the representation of the metropolis of
New York in Louis Malle’s film My Dinner with Andre (1981). Although the film
is widely recognized for its extreme minimalism—being largely composed of
a single conversation between two characters seated at a restaurant table—it
offers a profound reflection on modern urban existence. This research seeks to
elucidate the relationship between urban space, modern loneliness, and the
suspension of lived experience as articulated through the minimalist cinematic
form. Rather than treating New York as a visually depicted city, the study investi-
gates how the metropolis is phenomenologically constituted through dialogue,
bodily presence, temporal structures, and moments of transition. The central
research question guiding this study is how My Dinner with Andre constructs
the experience of the contemporary metropolis as an existential condition and
how minimalist cinema enables the articulation of urban alienation, percep-
tual suspension, and modern solitude. By focusing on lived experience rather
than representational accuracy, the research situates the film at the intersec-
tion of urban studies, architectural theory, and phenomenological film analysis.
Methodologically, the research adopts a qualitative approach grounded in phe-
nomenological analysis. The theoretical framework draws upon key phenome-
nological concepts such as lived experience (Erlebnis), embodied perception,
temporality, suspension, spatial attunement, and urban alienation.

These concepts are mobilized to analyze how cinematic form mediates the sub-
ject’s relationship to urban space. Rather than applying phenomenology as a
rigid methodology, the study employs it as an interpretive attitude that priv-
ileges perception, experience, and meaning as they emerge within the filmic
world. The analytical procedure is based on an interpretive reading of three se-
lected sequences from the film. These sequences are chosen not for their nar-
rative importance but for their phenomenological significance in articulating
the subject’s relationship with the city. The first sequence depicts Wally’s arrival
at the restaurant, functioning as a liminal moment of transition between urban
exterior and interior space. The second sequence centers on the dialogue in
which New York is described metaphorically as a “human-made camp,” a space
of artificial order and control. The third sequence follows Wally’s solitary walk
through the city streets after the dinner, a moment that appears to promise
movement and release but ultimately reinforces urban solitude. The first se-
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guence is interpreted as a threshold experience in which the modern subject
encounters the city as a condition of perceptual suspension. Wally’s movement
toward the restaurant is marked by hesitation, uncertainty, and a lack of narra-
tive urgency. The city is present not as a visual spectacle but as an atmospheric
condition that frames the subject’s bodily orientation. This moment exemplifies
a phenomenological threshold in which the subject is neither fully immersed in
social interaction nor entirely withdrawn, highlighting the suspended nature of
modern urban experience. The entrance into the restaurant does not resolve
this suspension but rather relocates it into an interior space, suggesting that
alienation is not confined to the exterior city but permeates everyday urban
life. The second sequence, which constitutes the core of the film, presents the
city through dialogue rather than image. Andre’s description of New York as
a “human-made camp” reframes the metropolis as a constructed system that
regulates behavior, perception, and desire. From a phenomenological perspec-
tive, this verbal articulation replaces visual representation, allowing the city to
emerge as an abstract yet deeply affective presence. The absence of direct ur-
ban imagery paradoxically intensifies the city’s existential weight. Time in this
sequence appears suspended, as the conversation unfolds without conven-
tional narrative progression. This temporal stasis reinforces the sense of urban
alienation by emphasizing reflection over action and thought over movement.
In this sequence, minimalist form plays a crucial role. The static camera, limited
spatial variation, and restrained performances direct attention to the rhythms
of speech, pauses, and bodily gestures. The city becomes a mental and existen-
tial construct rather than a physical environment, illustrating how urban experi-
ence can be internalized and articulated through language. This mode of repre-
sentation aligns with phenomenological notions of lived space, in which spatial
meaning is constituted through perception and experience rather than measur-
able coordinates. From an architectural and urban phenomenological perspec-
tive, the film can also be read as a critique of modern spatial rationality. The
interior of the restaurant functions as a controlled and insulated micro-space,
detached from the surrounding metropolis yet structurally dependent upon it.
This enclosed environment produces a paradoxical condition in which proximity
does not guarantee intimacy, and spatial stability does not resolve existential
uncertainty. The table, as the central spatial element, becomes a fixed point
around which discourse circulates, reinforcing the static quality of both space
and time. Such spatial fixation mirrors the condition of the modern city, where
excessive organization and functional clarity often result in experiential impov-
erishment rather than meaningful engagement.

Moreover, the absence of architectural spectacle in the film foregrounds the
phenomenological distinction between space as representation and space as
experience. New York is not introduced through iconic skylines or recognizable
landmarks; instead, it emerges through fragmented impressions, verbal de-
scriptions, and subjective reflections. This strategy emphasizes the primacy of
lived space over abstract spatial order, revealing the city as a series of partial
and mediated experiences that shape the subject’s existential orientation. The
third sequence follows Wally after the dinner as he walks alone through the
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city streets. Unlike the earlier sequences, this moment reintroduces physical
movement and urban exteriority. However, this movement does not culminate
in existential liberation. Despite bodily motion and spatial openness, the sub-
ject remains enclosed within a condition of solitude and reflection. The city
appears indifferent, offering no resolution or transformation. This sequence
underscores the persistence of urban loneliness and suggests that movement
alone cannot overcome the existential suspension characteristic of modern
metropolitan life. In addition, the film’s reliance on dialogue as the primary
cinematic device reconfigures the relationship between sound, space, and ur-
ban experience. Speech in My Dinner with Andre does not merely convey nar-
rative information but functions as a spatial practice through which the city
is continuously reconstructed in the consciousness of the subject. The spoken
reflections on New York replace architectural visibility with experiential inten-
sity, transforming the metropolis into a discursive and affective environment.
From a phenomenological standpoint, this substitution foregrounds the audito-
ry and cognitive dimensions of urban perception, emphasizing how the city is
lived, remembered, and imagined rather than simply seen. The study concludes
that My Dinner with Andre represents the metropolis not as a visual landscape
but as an existential condition embedded within lived experience. The film’s
minimalist form enables a shift from spectacle to perception, allowing urban
alienation, temporal suspension, and existential ambiguity to emerge as central
themes. The city is constituted phenomenologically through thresholds, dia-
logue, interiority, and solitary movement rather than through architectural im-
agery. Ultimately, the film demonstrates the potential of minimalist cinematic
form to articulate complex existential dimensions of contemporary urban life
and to enrich interdisciplinary dialogues between cinema studies, urban theo-
ry, and architectural phenomenology.

Keywords: Lived Experience; Embodiment; Minimalist Cinema; Modern Loneli-
ness; Perceptual Suspension; My Dinner with Andre
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5. lefor 6. Simmel

9. haymoor 10. Minimal Cinema
13. Chatman 14. Sobchack
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3. Sobchack 4. Marks
7. Tankes 8. Tester
11. Bordwell 12. Deleuze
15. Casetti 16. Shill
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