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THE FRENCH REVIEW, Vol. 76, No. 2, December 2002 Printed in U.S.A. 

In the Modernist Mirror: 
Jacques Tati and the 
Parisian Landscape 

by Lee Hilliker 

Les clefs de l'urbanisme sont dans les 

quatrefonctions: habiter, travailler, se 
recreer (dans les heures libres), circuler. 
L'urbanisme exprime la maniere d'etre 
d'une epoque. 
Le Corbusier, La Charte d'Athenes 
(sec. 77) 

IT IS HIGHLY UNLIKELY that filmmaker Jacques Tati ever read Le Cor- 
busier, one of the principal theorists of architectural modernism, but the 
work of these two otherwise quite disparate artists shows a surprising 
affinity for particular themes of modern urban experience. In La Charte 
d'Athenes, conceived at the 1933 meeting of the Congres Intemationaux 
d'Architecture Moderne as a guide for thinking about the present and 
future of cities, Le Corbusier divides urban life into four functions for 

purposes of analysis and suggestion.1 These categories-habitation, loisirs, 
travail, circulation-could well define the entire corpus of Tati's feature 
film career, which was contemporaneous with the great wave of social 
and cultural change in France after World War II. Tati was one of very 
few filmmakers to investigate in any depth the evolving technological- 
social nexus of French society in this period of the 1950s and 60s that saw 
massive and rapid urbanization, shifts in structures and patterns of work 
and leisure, and the expansion of the automobile sector within the con- 
text of a developing consumer culture. 

In his first feature, Jour defete in 1948, Tati focuses on the importation of 
new and sophisticated methods of mail transportation into a rural com- 

munity, while in the second, Les Vacances de M. Hulot from 1953, leisure 
time and the automobile are major themes. In 1958's Mon oncle the bur- 

geoning car culture of France is a principal player, while Tati also begins 
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here to take a close look at urban Paris. In Playtime almost ten years later 
(1967), the director concentrates exclusively on the contemporary urban 
environment, in an era when official policy in Paris decreed conversion 
to modernism along the lines theorized by Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus 
architects in the twenties and thirties.2 In this middle or architectural 

period of the 1958 and 1967 films, Tati takes on the city by investigating 
the new physical spaces in which particular groups and individuals in 
urbanized postwar industrial Paris live, work, and seek recreation. Al- 

though the director treats the modernist environment with a great deal of 
humor and develops numerous gags and comic situations around its 

maddening idiosyncracies, there is, particularly in Playtime, an underly- 
ing ambivalence and pessimism concerning the human toll it exacts that 
is a long way from the rationalist optimism, with its claims of "ameliora- 
tion" and "heureuse proportion" (sec. 92), that characterizes Le Cor- 
busier's attitude. For the latter it is eminently desirable that the old be 

swept away in pursuit of modernist renewal in order to "arracher [les 
villes] a leur desordre" (sec. 23), while for Tati the disappearance of 
markers of the past undergirds an anxiety which provokes the return of 

history in the form of displaced and ephemeral mirror images. 
In Mon oncle the urban past is still solidly present, as a city of older 

neighborhoods, cafes and a slower pace is contrasted with a newer city of 

high concept design, sleek automobiles, and plastics manufacturing. In 

Playtime the older Paris drops out entirely and a modernist, multi-build- 

ing design ensemble dominates the mise-en-scene to the exclusion of 
almost all else. Mon oncle, like the first two features, was a popular suc- 
cess (Fisher 7-8), although Tati later said he thought he had gone off the 
track somewhat in the 1958 film ("Champ" 15). Playtime was, however, a 
different story. Eagerly awaited after several years of cinema silence and 
three years of set construction, shooting and editing (Bellos 243-44), the 
film's pace and intricate construction confused spectators and con- 
founded fans of Monsieur Hulot. Poor reception by the intended audi- 
ence bankrupted Tati's production company, and he eventually lost 

ownership of this and his earlier films (Bellos 287-88). 
The contrasting reception of the two middle period films parallels their 

relative difficulty. Although Mon oncle often seems slow to contemporary 
viewers (especially students), it is relatively uncomplicated, with a comic 
structure which is clever but well within normative bounds. Playtime, 
though, was and in many ways remains challenging to watch-not only 
is the pace deliberate, but the film frustrates expectations of film comedy 
because its humor requires attention to subtle detail and nuance over 
time. Its scenic construction and multiple-plane choreography of humans 
and objects is quite complex, while the central character is often absent or 
only one of many possible focal points for the spectator's attention. This 
meditation on and active manipulation of perception sets Playtime apart. 

The film works in several ways to destabilize relationships between 
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perceiver and perceived, while it questions the very capacity of humans 
to assess accurately basic conditions of spatial location and personal iden- 

tity. Tati develops situations between characters which play on the dis- 
tortion and confusion instituted by principles of modernist design and 
the repetitive multiplicity characteristic of contemporary consumer cul- 
ture. Playtime is part of a discourse on boundaries and identities, a dis- 
course that finds a significant place in Tati's cinema beginning with his 
first feature, but that here reaches an urban apotheosis in which even the 

normally confident M. Hulot is shaken and discomfited by the shifting 
sands of a Paris in the throes of metamorphosis. The film does not, how- 
ever, limit itself to questioning the perceptual powers of its characters, 
and Tati actively challenges the viewer's abilities to identify, follow, and 
locate as well. His films, as he said in 1968, "demande une toute autre 
forme d'attention de la part du spectateur" ("Champ" 15). 

The plots of Mon Oncle and Playtime require little retelling.3 In the for- 
mer, Hulot is the kindly but unemployed uncle who is dogged by his 

high-powered brother-in-law to get a job. The brother-in-law, who lives 
in an ultramodern house and drives a new American car, increasingly 
alienates his son, but the uncle's example and playful tutelage eventually 
bring father and son back together. In Playtime, Hulot attempts to meet a 
business acquaintance, M. Giffard, and the itinerary he traces in his 
search is interspersed with that of a group of American tourists on a brief 
visit to Paris. Hulot later crosses paths with the tourists during the grand 
opening of the Royal Garden restaurant, becomes enamored of an 
American woman during an evening of mishaps at the restaurant, and 
then has breakfast with her at le Drugstore, after which she leaves for the 

airport. Artless enough on both counts, but for Tati, as for Hulot, the 

point as always is not where one is going but how one gets there, and 
within these straightforward narratives the former music hall performer 
weaves a complex commentary on contemporary urban society, its set- 

tings and objects, and the characters which dot its landscapes. 
Instead of relying on the city itself for examples of contemporary archi- 

tecture, Tati had his modernist universe constructed. In Mon oncle the 
structures include a school, a factory and the house, while for Playtime 
Tati had the entire set built at Saint-Maurice in southeast Paris (Fischer 
9). The major architectural components are a modern office building 
complex, the airport, the Royal Garden restaurant, le Drugstore, and the 

ground floor of an apartment complex. Essentially, as Serge Daney put it, 
Tati "construit la Defense avant que la Defense n'existe" (6). The decision 
to build, particularly expensive for Playtime, allowed the director com- 

plete control over the modernist aspects of the environment which, in 

consequence, became a highly condensed reflection of the crucial new 
features of the city. The sites denoting contemporary urban Paris are re- 
duced in number for both films, but the quantitative reduction increases 
their signifying quotient exponentially, particularly in Playtime where the 
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set is a major character. Such spaces and locations clearly suggest as well 
that work, leisure, and dwelling in the contemporary city will be impor- 
tant concerns in Mon oncle, and the entire focus of Playtime. 

For Hulot the workplace is, as a general rule, an environment to be 
avoided. When he does work near chaos ensues, as labor is turned into a 

species of play which undermines the orderly routines and coordinated 

operations so necessary for the factory or the production line. Hulot's 

perceptions of and actions in the everyday world are based on an atypi- 
cal, even deviant, understanding of objects, beings and institutions, and 
he brings that understanding to work. He ignores standard routines and 
time schedules, connects things which don't belong together, takes apart 
what does, goes where he shouldn't, makes noise or is silent at the wrong 
time, in general upsets the order and makes that order look, if only tem- 

porarily, much different. In so doing Hulot occasionally provides, like 
most of the great cinema comics, a utopian glance at how the world 

might be rearranged on a more human scale if only our perception of it 
could be changed. 

The factory where Hulot goes to work in Mon oncle is far from utopian, 
however, manufacturing that quintessential fifties product, plastic tub- 

ing, in a monotonous and physically uncomfortable setting, not quite the 

working conditions Le Corbusier had envisioned as "capables d'assurer 
le bien-etre" (sec. 89). Hulot wrecks the routine briefly and brings joy to 
his fellow workers, but is soon fired and order is quickly restored. The 
routine imposed by the factory in the 1958 film is duplicated in new liv- 

ing and leisure spaces as well, although the latter are contrasted with 
more heterogenous, older areas in which human interaction, architec- 
tural diversity, and community are the norm. In Playtime such places have 

disappeared entirely, while the modernist design aesthetic and the work- 
place regularity associated with it are omnipresent. If the work and liv- 

ing areas in the 1958 film induce alienation and boredom in the service of 
an absurd product and pointless repetition, in Playtime they have 
evolved into sites where perceptual stability and notions of identity are 
undermined in an ongoing comedy of errors. 

Tati does not permit the characters to err alone, though, and solicits the 
viewer's attention early in the film, which opens in the large, quiet hall- 

way of a hospital where we see and hear, among other things, nuns walk- 
ing, an orderly, and a woman pushing a wheelchair. No; the first case of 
mistaken identity and necessary revision occurs when a loudspeaker 
announcement indicates that this is actually an airport while the wheel- 
chair is revealed to be a baggage cart and the orderly a cleaning man. Tati 
continues to play with the viewer's perception of space and identity in the 
next sequence when Hulot, as if he has remained unemployed since Mon 
oncle, goes to see Giffard about a job. Hulot has trouble finding him in an 
area full of identical office cubicles, however, while both Giffard and the 
spectator are taken in by two false Hulots. As the two try to make contact, 
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the simultaneously reflective and transparent glass induces errors of spa- 
tial perception in viewer and character alike, as people seem be in the 
same plane and space as others when they are not, and in different places 
when they are in reality in the same space. Tati wryly comments on these 

perceptual conundrums in the Royal Garden sequence of the film when 
the restaurant's glass door is shattered and the doorman continues to 

open it as if it were still in place; illusory perception is the norm and no 
one questions whether the door is there or not. 

As the American tourists who arrived at the airport in the first se- 

quence get in their tour bus, the notion of confused identity is deepened. 
Whispers and snatches of conversation, frequently in English, are over- 
heard when one of the group, perplexed by the monotony of the rectan- 

gles and cubes, asks, "Are you sure this is Paris, France?" The question- 
ing goes no further, however, as others mistake the homogenous glass 
structures of the airport area for famous tourist sites, and one anony- 
mous construction is identified from a tourist handbook, designated, and 

photographed as the Pont Alexandre III. As the group continues to wan- 
der through the uniform landscape thinking they are in historic Paris, 
two of the women, seemingly aware of some whisper of authenticity- 
"This is the real Paris"-seize upon a flower seller in order to photograph 
and be photographed with her. Her flowers are bright and multicolored, 
and they contrast sharply with the surroundings and the overall look of 

Playtime, which is a vaguely aqueous blue-gray. Tati has taken great care 
to insure that almost everything in the first half of the film, from the exte- 
riors and interiors of buildings to the inhabitants' clothes to the sky, is 
restricted to this limited and monotonous palette. The flowers and the 
flower seller are a reminder of an older city in which they and the variety 
and spontaneity of a now-absent natural and more rural world had their 

place, a world that has now, however, become a dimly sensed anomaly 
in the uniform modernist universe. 

Tati does not restrict his commentary on contemporary architecture to 
the workplace or tourist sites, of course, and habitation, "le centre meme 
des preoccupations urbanistiques" for Le Corbusier (sec. 79), also finds 
itself the object of the filmmaker's gaze. The house of Hulot's brother-in- 
law in Mon oncle, surely the most memorable example of an awry mod- 
ernist architecture in the cinema, is an alienating environment where 
machine-like behavior is the norm. This dwelling, whose futuristic mate- 
rials and design make it a superb target for Tati's comedy, is contrasted 
with Hulot's house, which is a model of makeshift bricolage. In Playtime, 
though, Hulot does not seem to live anywhere. Considering that he is so 
disoriented in the new part of the city it would be difficult to imagine 
that he lived there, and so he seems to have begun the nomadic existence 
that will lead him into Trafic, his last feature.4 Hulot does, though, run 
into an old friend who invites him to his apartment, which is a direct and 
condensed descendant of the house in Mon oncle, except that here it 
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forms part of a seamless architectural whole that segues from airport to 

workplace to dwelling to leisure space without a break and with little 
differentiation between structures. 

This sense of wholeness, of the ensemble, was in fact an integral com- 

ponent of new architecture in Paris during the 1960s, when modernism 
became the official style of the city. Although dating from an earlier era, 
the theoretical and practical principles of modernist design had not been 

widely employed in Parisian architecture until this period. Their use had 
been restricted to a limited number of structures by individual architects, 
the most visible examples being the UNESCO building, completed in 
1958, and the exhibition hall at La Defense, completed in 1959 (Sutcliffe 
162-64). In the early sixties, though, modernism began to flourish as, 
according to Norma Evenson, "the scale of urban transformation ex- 

panded and accelerated" (175) with a new building code in 1961. Such 

changes were motivated by a desire "to secure a healthy building rate 
and to encourage creative architecture" (Sutcliffe 165) in an economic 
and cultural climate driven, at least in part, by Gaullist modernizing 
ambitions. 

Beginning in the fifties and gaining momentum under the new code, 
urban renovation projects in Paris designated certain sections of the city 
for redevelopment in conformance with "design concepts embodying 
many of the ideas of the 1920s and 1930s" (Evenson 175). The modernist 
notion of the wholistic grouping of several buildings was written directly 
into the 1967 Plan d'Urbanisme Directeur as "urbanism of the ensemble, 
where individual works form part of large development plans" (qtd. in 
Evenson 175).5 While Playtime was being written and made, particular 
areas of Paris had been and were being targeted for make over, some- 
times preceded by complete razing, in the spirit of an official modernism. 
Tati is essentially replicating, on a smaller scale of course, the contempo- 
rary gesture of constructing interrelated and stylistically homogenous 
building groups. Such new ensembles often appeared from the ruins of 
older areas judged as undesirable or "insalubre," and they at times com- 

pletely effaced reminders of history and historical continuity as embod- 
ied in architecture and, not infrequently, completely altered the character 
of neighborhoods.6 

Tati's 1967 film does not, though, deal with the past human cost of 
urban restructuring, but is instead concerned with how these new spaces 
affect those who have come to occupy them. The character of the neigh- 
borhood where Hulot's friend lives, whatever we may imagine it to have 
been before, is now one of an upscale visibility where the glass cube 
maintains its ubiquity and continuity with the workplace. The apartment 
is one of four the camera takes in (although a large building is implied), 
and they all have a completely glassed-in front window with curtains 
open, symmetrical physical layouts, similar vinyl furniture and a TV re- 
cessed into the wall. The human groupings in each are nearly identical as 
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well, with two to four people moving about and conversing while one 
person in each apartment turns on the television to the same channel. The 
camera occasionally tracks from side to side or pans up and down in this 

sequence so that the duplication in all four apartments can be seen,7 but it 
never actually enters the space, remaining outside while the sound track 
allows only ambient street noise to be heard over the interior visuals.8 

Through the uniformity and repetition of the physical spaces and the 
inhabitants' activities, the apartment house sequence reiterates the sense 
of sameness and the consequent difficulty of differentiation which have 
characterized Playtime to this point. The notion of television viewing 
adds another layer of complexity to the situation by crossing the bound- 

ary into both the street outside and the spectator's space, as the apart- 
ments with their television-screen-like windows make multiple channels 
of bourgeois family life available for potential viewers. All the "pro- 
grams" on view offer more or less identical scenarios which are doubt- 
less repeated, with minor variations, night after night, a characteristic 

typical of television programming since its inception. The available chan- 
nels attract no audience in the street, though, which is not surprising 
since such potential viewers would, for the most part, live the same lives 
as those they might watch. 

There are spectators, however, and Tati has slyly drawn the film's 
audience into the same situation as the television-gazing apartment 
dwellers. We vainly search the interchangeable programs for difference 
and variation, while somnolence soon begins to set in as a reaction to so 
much repetition and banality. The spectator is not alone in her or his 

response, though, since the effort to endure and interact in such an envi- 
ronment has proven too much for Hulot as well, and he soon attempts to 
flee the drone of modern bourgeois life. He has, however, some difficulty 
extricating himself from the situation and becomes temporarily trapped 
in the glassed-in foyer. His friend has to show him how to get out 
because Hulot can't, of course, figure out how to open the all-glass 
entrance doors. Temporarily disconcerted by his sojourn in the house of 
mirrors, he wanders in a circle in the parking lot, glancing upward now 
and then as if dazed by the modernist towers and what they have 

brought forth. 
Life for Hulot is not all work and struggle with order and repetition, 

however, and even in Playtime he manages to take the modernist edifice 

apart long enough to let spontaneity and play rule the day, or rather the 

night. In Mon oncle, the sense of true free time, of re-creation, is associ- 
ated with older, more rural areas, although it makes an appearance in the 
new house and workplace as well. The dominant notion of leisure preva- 
lent in these modernist spaces is, however, one of routine and order 
where one does what is expected at a particular time. When Hulot and 
his nephew want to escape demands for machine-like behavior they go 
to more open spaces to engage in an unstructured play not dependent on 
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rigid rules or a particular place. Hulot and his associates frequently use 
the objects of their games in unintended ways, taking them out of their 
usual context and casting them in another light. Such acts cause both wit- 
nesses and participants to see things, and by extension themselves, as 
amenable to rethinking and change rather than as cogs in a larger ma- 
chine. The revelation that the seemingly impenetrable industrial world 
can be taken apart, and that a space for change and play can be created 
with it and within it, helps bring about the human reconciliation which 

always ends Tati's films.9 
In Playtime, though, the world of urban Paris has become considerably 

more intractable, and there is very little bending of its rigid construction 
until the Royal Garden sequence, which takes up much of the film's sec- 
ond half. After eating at le Drugstore, Hulot meets another friend and 

tags along with him to the restaurant's grand opening where he joins the 
invited guests, among whom are the tourists who arrived at the begin- 
ning of the film. All is not ready, however-the paint is not quite dry, 
lights do not work, and the dance floor is coming apart, while the kitchen 
and bar have been improperly constructed. As the restaurant and bar 

gradually fill up, speed up and get noisier, Tati's gags begin running at 
an equal pace, and it is here in the not-quite-finished interior that the 
cracks in the modernist world finally begin to show. Hulot accidentally 
pulls part of the ceiling decorations down, but instead of the celebration 

coming to a halt because of the breach, it intensifies, as the revelers incor- 

porate the debris into the party while the pitch is raised even higher. As 
is typical of Tati, when the socially constructed physical world begins to 
come apart and look less omnipotent and more malleable, the boundaries 
between human beings also begin to waver. People who would not ordi- 

narily interact talk and mix freely with one another, as the lines between 
social classes, as well as between work and play, blur and temporarily 
disappear. 

Amid shattered glass and crumbling walls, the space dedicated to con- 
sumerism and class exclusion takes on a utopian glow of equality and 

spontaneity in shared pleasure, a metamorphosis echoed in the film's 
color palette, which has slowly and subtly expanded into brighter and 

sharper hues during the Royal Garden sequence.10 The party continues 
until dawn when a group goes to le Drugstore for breakfast where, 
instead of reverting to blue-gray monotony, the city and its inhabitants 
retain the color, variety, and spontaneity of the restaurant. The playful 
atmosphere has permeated the street as well, and once the protagonists 
exit le Drugstore there are various gags and displays of color, with auto- 
mobiles circling the roundabout to music. The film ends with a sequence 
similar to one at the beginning, with the tourists traveling on the bus eye- 
ing the repetitive street lights, except that the visitors are now trans- 
formed, having finally, and inadvertently, seen and identified the real 
Paris hidden behind the monotonous surfaces. 
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As he did in Mon Oncle, Tati in Playtime brings a sense of humanizing 
possibility into contemporary architectural space from which it had been 
absent, and the reconciliation which takes place between father and son 
in the 1958 film is here effected between the tourists and their desire for 
an authentic Paris, and between city dwellers and the alienating, confus- 

ing work, living, and leisure spaces of their everyday lives. The glow 
extended to the city outside the confines of the restaurant in the last 

sequence remains largely unconvincing, however, and while the Royal 
Garden and its Edenic associations can be understood as a brief utopian 
moment in a temporarily changed space, it is this temporary nature that 
makes it work to full effect in the film's narrative. It is as if Tati felt 

obliged to finish with a flourish of hope that would go beyond the per- 
sonal transformations in Mon oncle and the earlier features, and that 
would include the very nature of the contemporary urban world as well. 

If the overly cheery and rather pasted-on transformation of the urban 
environment fails in its lighthearted attempt at conversion to an opti- 
mistic attitude toward the modernist city, though, it is due to the con- 

vincing weight of the gray, wrap-around monolith of the film's first half. 
When this presence changes from a looming, disorienting locus of shift- 

ing boundaries and identity confusion into a balloon-filled quasi circus, it 
is as if a powerful human character had undergone an unmotivated last- 
minute metamorphosis from a quiescent but ever-present monster into a 
cheerful sidekick who, underneath it all, really has the hero's best inter- 
ests in mind. Not only does this seem as unlikely as a similar human 
about-face, but it also points up the fact that the mise-en-scene has be- 
come an all-encompassing, almost unnoticed, antagonist in the course of 
the film, while the very uniformity of the urban fabric, its complete lack 
of differentiation, has helped it slip effortlessly beneath the conscious 
attention of both spectators and characters. 

Playtime is indeed focused almost exclusively on the contemporary, 
almost overwhelming, urban environment of its own present moment, 
while the historical world of Tati's previous films has seemingly evapo- 
rated in the intervening years. The past does, however, intrude into the 
seamless glass ensemble in an unexpected way. Beginning early in the 
film, there are several scenes in which the spectator catches unantici- 

pated glimpses of well-known Parisian architectural landmarks, but only 
as reflected in the omnipresent glass. The first occurs when Hulot opens 
a door for the group of women tourists and an image of the Eiffel Tower 

appears, while later we also see the Arc de Triomphe, the Place de la 
Concorde and Sacre Coeur in various windows and doors. 

The appearance of the structures, all well-known landmarks of historic 
Paris but here in an impossible geographic articulation, is brief, playful, 
and in startling stylistic and historical contrast with the uniform environ- 
ment. The reflections are historical apparitions which have temporarily 
crossed the boundary into a modernist universe where they no longer fit, a 
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world where history has been relegated to a faulty identification by a 
bewildered tourist or to a splash of color in a monochrome world. This 
modernist city has been streamlined and its disorder quelled to the point 
that the past is a randomly appearing image within a seemingly endless 

array of overlapping and interpenetrating reflections and transparencies. 
Even the brief "return of the repressed," though, can not be sustained, 
and each structure fades unrecognized and unremarked by inhabitants 
and visitors alike; they have enough trouble just sorting out the who and 
the where of their everyday lives. 

Tati's difficult but rewarding 1967 work provides a provocative cine- 
matic take on the problematic boundaries of modernist urban space, as 
well as on the fate of the fading historical world within that space. It is a 

commentary which also occasionally allows for flexible borders between 
human beings when the limits which bind them begin to disintegrate. 
Even as the rigid frontiers between humans may at times be crossed here, 
though, they are also frequently further complicated by the multiplica- 
tion and proliferation of identical types. Hulot manages, as we have seen, 
to pass more or less successfully through this landscape and even to 
transform it, but his anxiety is palpable, and when all is said and done 
the world seems to be moving beyond his grasp in a time when far- 

reaching social and cultural change is the norm. 
This, then, is Tati's story, written in celluloid and glass, of the new 

Paris he saw taking shape in the fifties and sixties. It is a narrative which 
traverses the various facets of a mirror the director built himself, a mirror 
into which he insists the spectator step to take a gentle, wryly humorous, 
brilliantly conceived and, at times, disturbing voyage. This fictional doc- 
ument takes its audience, equally dazed tourists from another time, 
through an era when history itself seemed to have receded before the 
march of architectural modernism and its associated vagaries of percep- 
tion and identity. Doubtful though it is that Tati would have granted Le 
Corbusier the last word, Playtime expresses, indeed, one particular and 

very complex version of "la maniere d'etre d'une epoque." 

ECKERD COLLEGE 

Notes 

'CIAM (Congres Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne) was founded in 1928 as an 

organization devoted to studying and promoting the influence of contemporary architec- 
ture, and was composed of architects, planners, theorists, and artists concerned with urban 

questions. The fourth meeting in Athens was largely dominated by Le Corbusier and 
resulted in La Charte d'Athenes. The Charter was originally published in 1942 by Plon (with- 
out Le Corbusier's name), and again in 1957 by Minuit. The latter edition is unpaginated 
and I cite by indicating particular sections, which are numbered consecutively from the 

beginning of the text to the end. 
2The terms modernism and modernist in this article refer purely to their use in architectural 
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history. The Modern Movement is generally associated with Walter Gropius and Ludwig 
Mies van der Rohe (from the Bauhaus), as well as Le Corbusier. According to Herbert 

Muschamp (40), the term "Modern Movement" began to gain currency in 1936 with its use 

by Nikolaus Pevsner in Pioneers of Modern Design. Also called the International Style and 
International Modern, architectural modernism's relationships with literary or cultural 
modernism(s) are complex and can not be excavated in any detail here. 

'Kristin Thompson points out that the title of the 1967 film should read as Play Time. Shp 
notes that the "separation puts more emphasis upon the implications of the two words [...] 
while retaining the meaning of the single term" (25, note 1). The version I am working with 
for this article shows the title on screen very clearly as two words, 'Play' in blue and 'Time' 
in red. I have, however, followed conventional usage, which has not changed. There are 
additional problems with versions and format. David Bellos indicates (260; 365-66) that the 

original is 140 minutes long and that it was cut to 120 minutes for American and British 
release. The copy I am working with (called a 'new version' on the jacket) is only 108 min- 
utes and has also been reformatted to fit television screen ratio. Given that Playtime was 
shot in 70mm, we must imagine that a great deal, both spatially and temporally, has been 
left out of the currently available video versions. This is doubly unfortunate given that 
there is much in the film that takes place away from screen center and over time as a matter 
of artistic intention and principle. 

4The 1971 film once again highlights transportation as the primary comedic source. In his 
last work, the documentary style Parade made for Swiss television in 1973, Tati returns to 
his music hall roots. 

"The 1967 Plan did not last long, however, and the codes were revised in 1974 in recogni- 
tion of the fact that "new building [.. .] not only ruptured the existing urban fabric in terms 
of height, but [.. .] also destroyed the existing street alignment" (Evenson 178). 

"Evenson (288) points out that there were seventeen major renovation projects underway 
between 1955 and 1960, and eleven between 1960 and 1965. In conceiving his own city, Tati 

may well have had in mind one of the most notorious reconstructions of the era, that of the 
Front de Seine in the Fifteenth. Beginning in 1961, the area's working-class character was 

completely changed when it was transformed into expensive high-rise offices, hotels, and 

apartments. Evenson also discusses at some length (255-64) the renovation of the rue 
Nationale and the area around the Place d'Italie in the late fifties and early sixties. This 
locale had been one of the original seventeen "ilots insalubres," designated after World War 
I for their high tuberculosis mortality rates and targeted for eventual renovation. Although 
the quarter was certainly cleaned up, it lost much of its former character and social life, and 

many residents were forced to move elsewhere due to higher rents. 
7It is difficult to tell whether this is the director's camera or an effect of the scanning that 

sometimes takes place when a film is altered to fit television screen ratio. It may well be a 
scan, because this type of camera movement is atypical of Tati, who favored a fixed posi- 
tion and minimal cutting within a scene-encompassing shot scale. In any case, there is 
much that is lost at the edges of this scene, ironically one where television plays a role. 

8As almost all commentators note, natural language plays a very limited role in convey- 
ing narrative information in Tati's cinema. Speech itself is usually undecipherable, garbled 
or fragmented, but the sounds made by humans as well as by objects are highly significant. 
See in particular Michel Chion on Tati's extraordinary sound tracks. 

9I n Jour de fte Francois rejects technology and reconciles with the old world, its inhabi- 
tants and activities rather than with the new. In Les Vacances some of the vacationers (and, 
as always, the children) have begun to see what Hulot is up to and are drawn to him at the 
end, while in Mon oncle father and son are reunited by pulling off a gag together when they 
take Hulot to the airport. 

'OEven though Tati's films seem to go slowly, there is nevertheless inadequate screen time 
to truly appreciate many of the particulars. One of the best ways to see the meticulous 
detail of the mise-en-scene and of the characters' body language and facial expressions is 
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through still photographs of the films. Marc Dondey has a good selection in his biography, 
and both issues of Cahiers in the list of works cited have illustrated sections devoted to Tati. 
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