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Abstract 

 

Playtime is comic actor and director Jacques Tati’s fourth film and most daring attempt 

at filmmaking. Coming from a generation of entertainers that belong to traditional 

music halls and the silent film era, Tati’s slapstick comedies pervade of reminiscence 

for early film and theater, whilst instilled with personal modifications to meet his 

narrative style and characterization. As with his earlier films, Tati takes interest in 

illustrating the comical conditions that arise in daily life with the appearance of 

confusing new technology and disorienting urban transformation. In regard to 

Playtime’s emphasis on the urban setting and the act of roaming the city, this thesis is 

an attempt to comprehend Playtime as Tati’s large-scale representation of the 1960s 

urban experience in Paris through the peripatetic tradition of the flâneur—the essential 

character associated with experiencing urban life and modernity. Seen in this light, 

Playtime’s cinematic and narrative enigmas seem more approachable, as the flâneur’s 

wanderings avail the visual representation of the city and allow it to oscillate in 

between panorama and narrative. Scholars have previously noticed the resemblance 

between Hulot’s nomadic ways to that of Baudelaire’s flâneur, but were often forced to 

relinquish the notion seeing as Hulot is clumsy, slapstick, devoid of individuality and 

lacking of real importance in Playtime. Nevertheless, apart from the fact that Monsieur 

Hulot does not seem like the conventional flâneur, the film’s themes, background 

setting, walking prototypes and cinematic device all point conspicuously to the 

flâneurian subject. In the following chapters, I address the thematic and cinematic 

affinities of the film to various interpretations of flânerie to aid my argument that the 

film inherently belongs to this longstanding Parisian tradition. And in so doing, I 

attempt to demonstrate how Playtime’s “play” on the flâneurian perspective affords 

valid explanations for Tati’s challenging and innovative ways of cinematic perception.  
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Introduction 

 

Playtime is comic actor and director Jacques Tati’s fourth film and most daring 

attempt at filmmaking. Coming from a generation of entertainers that belong to 

traditional music halls and the silent film era, Tati’s slapstick comedies pervades of 

reminiscence for early film and theater, whilst instilled with personal modifications to 

meet his narrative style and characterization. After his success with the award-

winning Mon Oncle, Tati set out to create what would be the magnum opus of his 

petite oeuvre. Tati devoted ten years of his life and his entire fortune to the making of 

Playtime, for which he built a studio-city consisting of modernist glass and steel 

buildings. The illustrious film set of Playtime was unprecedented in scale and budget 

at the time of its conception, making it one of the most expensive films in the history 

of French cinema. Since then, Playtime was considered avant-garde for its mise-en-

scène, and still remains a challenging film to watch due to its ambiguous and scattered 

narrative, lack of dialogue, marginal significance of protagonists, exploding panorama, 

and intricate choreography of people and objects. Playtime is often referred to as 

autonomous, wherein the film’s unique and subtle humor is difficult to capture as it 

diffuses throughout the film and requires constant observation and active perception 

from the spectator to come into effect.1 In terms of film technique, Tati does not use 

close-ups in the entire film, rendering only the big picture teeming with elaborate 

details at all time.2 Lost inside the panorama, Tati’s longtime protagonist Monsieur 

Hulot (played by Tati himself) is deprived of notable significance in the film. As a 

comic character in Playtime, Hulot very rarely provokes the comedy, but serves more 

as a catalyst to unveiling the absurdity of the world that surrounds him. His portrayal 

in Playtime brings little substance to the actual narrative frame, and is merely 

employed by Tati as an optic device or vehicle for observation through his aimless 

wanderings around the city.  

 

As with his earlier films, Tati takes interest in illustrating the comical conditions that 

arise in daily life with the appearance of confusing new technology and disorienting 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Jonathan Rosenbaum and Jacques Tati, “Tati’s Democracy: An Interview and Introduction,” in Film 
Comment, Vol. 9, No. 3 (May-June 1973), pp. 36-41, p. 36. 
2 See Roger Ebert, “Playtime,” in RogerEbert.com, August 29, 2004, 
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-playtime-1967 (accessed May 6, 2016). 
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urban regeneration. Hulot is often depicted as the same mild-tempered, peculiar idler 

who has trouble adapting to the modern setting that increasingly invades his 

immediate surrounding. Tati’s films are thus often seen as reflections towards the 

expanding alterations of post-war urban life during the 1950s and 1960s. Despite 

Playtime’s expensive set, enigmatic narrative and characters, the film can be seen as 

an adventure into the modern city, a fictional travelogue, an urban odyssey, as we 

follow a group of American tourists and Monsieur Hulot encounter various trifles that 

occur (or are staged) throughout the urban maze. Similar to changing the backdrop in 

traditional theater, the film can be divided accordingly into six scenes that best 

represent the settings of contemporary urbanism: Aeroport de Paris, the Commercial 

Offices, the Trade Exhibition, the Apartment, the Royal Garden and the Carousel of 

Cars. Albeit lacking in conversation and a well-defined narrative, the film 

compensates by providing fantastic spectacles, comical body language and playful 

interaction, encompassing cross-reference and introspection into a multitude of 

themes: the city, architecture, the modernization of the urban landscape, international 

travel, commodity, consumerist society, tourism, etc. The film’s cinematic devices, 

color scheme, musical scores, and acting strongly suffuse of nostalgia for early film, 

theater and music halls, while simultaneously paying tributes to contemporary 

filmmaking, altogether presenting a great spectacle and panorama.  

 

In regard to Playtime’s emphasis on the urban setting and the act of roaming the city, 

this thesis is an attempt to comprehend Playtime as Tati’s large-scale representation 

of the 1960s urban experience in Paris through the peripatetic tradition of the 

flâneur—the essential character associated with experiencing urban life and 

modernity. I begin by delineating the disorienting and ambiguous aspects viewers 

encounter in watching Playtime, especially the film’s intangible narrative, the spatial 

ambiguity of the film set and the decentralization of the film’s characters. Instead, the 

film opens up to panoramic long-shots rich in detail, and carries out its scenes as an 

unraveling and yet unresolved journey into the modern city. The film’s title also poses 

as an ambiguity, as we are unable to ascertain from the graphics whether it is written 

as “Playtime” or “Play Time”, and the color scheme of the opening shot—red, blue 

and white—perplexingly symbolize the colors of both the French and American flag. 

These ambiguities invite the notion of “play” in Playtime, and will be latently 

explored in this thesis as a time for recreation and time of distraction in the first 
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chapter; as a play with temporality and boundaries, and as a “passage” in the second 

chapter; and finally, as a time for playing in the third chapter.  

 

In chapter one, “Flânerie in Mon Oncle and Playtime,” the revealing representation of 

urban spaces and the comical observation of the urban experience through the 

wanderings of Playtime’s protagonists recall the flâneur’s idle street-observations of 

the city. Already in his earlier film Mon Oncle, Tati explores the topographical 

ruptures and incoherencies that characterize the flâneur’s experience, and serves as a 

prologue to understanding the overwhelming urban transformation that ensues in 

Playtime. Paris is the eternal home to the flâneur and has witnessed the emergence of 

flânerie as a cultural reaction to the transformative urban situations of different 

epochs. The turbulent urban and social transformations in the 1960s also gave rise to 

another wave of flânerie, evident in the artworks and films of the era. Under this 

premise, I speculate that Playtime should belong in this context, and in turn, the 

flâneurian perspective may also shed light on the film’s cinematic and narrative 

enigmas, as the flâneur’s wanderings avail the visual representation of the city and 

allow it to oscillate in between panorama and narrative. Scholars have previously 

noticed the resemblance between Hulot’s nomadic ways to that of Baudelaire’s 

flâneur, but were often forced to relinquish the notion seeing as Hulot is clumsy, 

slapstick, devoid of individuality and lacking of real importance in Playtime. Though 

Monsieur Hulot does not seem like the conventional flâneur, the film’s themes, 

background setting, peripatetic prototypes and cinematic device nevertheless gravitate 

toward the flâneurian subject.  

 

In the following chapter, “Dream City—the Modern Arcades”, I address the thematic 

affinities of the film to Walter Benjamin’s writings of flânerie and the arcades to aid 

my argument that Playtime inherently belongs to this longstanding Parisian tradition. 

In view of the alienating experiences that mark the beginning of the flâneur’s ambles, 

I propose that Playtime opens up the city into its dialectical poles and morphs into the 

modern incarnation of the Parisian arcades, revealing the representation of Paris as a 

dialectical dreamland. Through the revolutionary awakening of the flâneur’s reverie-

like trajectory, we are also able to better understand Tati’s critical approach towards 

the urban and social situation in 1960s France. 
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In the final chapter, “The Phantasmagoria—Playtime’s Cinema of Attractions,” I 

attempt to demonstrate how the film’s flâneurian perspective affords explanations for 

Tati’s challenging and innovative ways of cinematic perception. As a reflection and 

critique of the phantasmagorias that have emerged ubiquitously in the 1960s, Tati 

resurrects the cinema of attractions to present these modern spectacles while 

simultaneously forming a fictional diegesis to create a dialectical dreamland. 

Belonging to the spectacle at the turn of the century, the cinema of attractions also 

forms a constellation with the new and unlocks the dialectics in Tati’s cinematic 

language as well. 

 

Research Background and State of Research 
In comparison to other great film directors with extensive filmography, Jacques Tati’s 

thirty-year career crystalized in an oeuvre comprised of only six feature films. 

Nevertheless, critics and scholars still place him among the world’s greatest 

filmmakers, among them, the influential Cahiers du Cinéma co-founder and critic 

André Bazin and French New Wave directors raved about his films.3 As his most 

ambitious film, Playtime is a mega-production of wondrous spectacles with a 

puzzling narrative and perplexing choreography; as a comedy, it is something entirely 

different and never anticipated before—a type of comedy that is dispersed throughout 

the panoramic spectacle until its comic essence becomes somewhat unrecognizable.4 

At the time of its release, Playtime confounded moviegoers and the film’s intended 

audience, who went to the theaters in anticipation of catching Monsieur Hulot in 

another of his slapstick comedies.5 The film’s bewildering comedy, which requires 

the active and strenuous observation of overwhelming detail from the viewers, was 

generally ill-received by the public, and its commercial failure left Tati mired in debt. 

Playtime was, however, praised by critics and filmmakers for its aesthetics and 

complex commentary on contemporary urban life, but its unique cinematic view and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 See Guy Austin, Contemporary French Cinema: An Introduction, Manchester and New York 1996, p. 
13. 
4 “In Playtime, one of the defining works of 1960s cinema, something strange happens. The comedy 
becomes diffused throughout the film, to the point at which it is not always recognizable as comedy.” 
Jonathan Romney, “Jacques Tati’s Playtime: life-affirming comedy,” in The Guardian, October 24, 
2014, https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/oct/24/jacques-tati-playtime-intensely-complex-life-
affirming-comedy, (accessed April 10, 2016). 
5 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 319. 
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narrative frame remain an enigma. Over the years, the bafflement and astonishment 

towards Tati’s films do not fade in the eyes of contemporary viewers. Biographical 

works, critiques and scholarly articles continue to accumulate over pure wonderment 

for Tati’s otherworldly films, and contribute to what David Bellos states as “a 

continuing, world-wide conversation about one of the outstanding creators of the 

twentieth century.”6  

 

At the outset of my research, I relied on interviews, biographical works and 

comprehensive publications on Tati and his films in order to grasp how the director 

came to developing the ideas for his comedies and how he eventually filmed them. 

Jonathan Rosenbaum and Bert Cardullo have conducted perhaps the most widely 

circulated interviews with Jacques Tati in the English-speaking world. 7  In the 

interviews, Tati talks about how he alters the comedy genre in his films through 

innovative use of sight and sound. He also mentions how his subversive 

characterization of Monsieur Hulot is distinct from any other comic character, 

especially Chaplin’s tramp, making it one of the contributing factors to his 

autonomous films. Rosenbaum, who had worked with Tati near the end of his career 

on the script for Confusion, a Swedish television project that never came to realization, 

had also written extensively on his days of working with him and the mechanisms 

which make Tati’s films revolutionary.8 Seventeen years after Tati’s passing in 1982, 

David Bellos published an all-encompassing biography on the comic filmmaker, 

replete with elaborate details and analysis on his life and works. It is a comprehensive 

compilation of interviews, articles and reviews on Tati and his films, which 

eloquently piece together the fragmented and unknown details of Tati’s life. In this 

biography, Tati’s films are analyzed parallel to the modern development of France, 

bringing Bellos to consider Tati’s oeuvre as a condensed objective history of modern 

France. 9  Albeit that all things written contain a certain amount of bias, Bellos’ 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 David Bellos, Jacques Tati: His Life and Art, London 2011, p. xiv. 
7 See Bert Cardullo & Jacques Tati, “Comedy Belongs to Everybody: An Interview with Jacques Tati,” 
in Bert Cardullo (ed.), World Directors in Dialogue: Conversations on Cinema, Blue Ridge Summit 
2011, pp. 39-58. See Jonathan Rosenbaum & Jacques Tati, “Tati’s Democracy: An Interview and 
Introduction,” in Film Comment, Vol. 9, No. 3 (May-June 1973), pp. 36-41. 
8 See Jonathan Rosenbaum, “The Death of Hulot,” in Placing Movies: The Practice of Film Criticism, 
Berkeley 1995, pp. 163-170. 
9 “Tati’s films offer us a complex picture of a self-enclosed, imaginary and gently poetic world, and 
also a rich commentary on the real, historical one. Made over a period corresponding almost precisely 
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detailed account provides readers with convincing nuggets of truth regarding Tati’s 

life. It not only documents Tati’s success with filmmaking, but also provides 

meticulous description of the director’s frustrations, fatal decisions and how he 

eventually led himself and his production team to suffer over the long haul of making 

Playtime. The Films of Jacques Tati written by Michel Chion, published by the 

Cahiers du Cinéma in 1987, can be read as a personal commentary and close analysis 

of Tati’s films. 10  Chion’s lucid yet poetic style provides perception and evokes 

imagery of Tati’s films, and fuels readers to look closer into the latent possibilities of 

Tati’s films. In 2002, the Cahiers du Cinéma published an all-inclusive volume on 

Playtime with texts by François Ede and Stéphane Goudet.11 The book was published 

in response to François Truffaut’s letter to Tati at the culmination of shooting 

Playtime, in which Truffaut asks Tati whether he had kept a work diary, and that if 

there was one, he would interrogate him as a detective would by asking: “Que 

tourniez-vous la nuit du 13 au 14 juillet 1965?” 12  The project resulted in what 

Truffaut had requested for, a work diary with select dates as headings, covering 

everything imaginable about the film’s production: scripts, drawings, casting, set 

design, testing, analysis, etc. It was particularly valuable to my research as it 

published a series of precious film set photos which visually aided my understanding 

of the grand illusions in Tati’s mise-en-scène. Another elaborate approach to Tati’s 

films can be found in the 2009 catalogue, Jacques Tati, deux temps, trois mouvements 

that was conceived and designed by Macha Makeïeff along with texts and interviews 

by Stéphane Goudet, published for an exhibition on Tati’s films organized by La 

Cinémathèque française.13 The catalogue is an assemblage of text and images which, 

through visual juxtaposition and montage, achieve immediate and reflective 

understanding of Tati’s intelligent humor and aesthetic inventions.  

 

Just as Tati’s works are seen as commentary on the multi-facets of urban life, analysis 

of his films also cover a wide array of themes. Lee Hilliker’s article “In the Modernist 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
to trente glorieuses—the thirty ‘glorious’ years of rising prosperity in France from 1945 to 1975—
Tati’s oeuvre is both an intensely objective history of France, and the expression of a highly individual 
sensibility.” David Bellos, Jacques Tati: His Life and Art, London 2011, p. xiv. 
10 See Michel Chion, The Films of Jacques Tati, Antonion D’Alfonso (trans.), Toronto 2013. 
11 See François Ede and Stephane Goudet, Playtime, Paris 2002. 
12 Ibid., p.15. 
13 See Stephane Goudet and Macha Makeïeff, Jacques Tati: deux temps, trois mouvements, Paris 2009. 
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Mirror: Jacques Tati and The Parisian Landscape” centers on the dominant forces of 

urban modernization in the fifties and sixties shown in Tati’s works, which mirror the 

Parisian cityscape’s gradual alteration and its evident impact on its occupants.14 In the 

essay “Negotiating Utopia in Playtime,” Benn McCann focuses on the utopian ideals 

that influenced architectural design and urban planning of the 1960s, and how the 

alienation and disorientation infiltrated through these ideals are an obvious source of 

Tati’s humor—implications of a failed utopia.15 In “Jacques Tati’s Play Time as New 

Babylon,” Laurent Marie discusses the political dimension of the film’s historical 

background in the light of Situationist writings.16 Nezar AlSayyad’s book Cinematic 

Urbanism is a study on whether cinematic representation of the city reveals much 

about urban theory and urban condition, or the other way around, that experience of 

modernism and urban theories restrict the way we view the city. The chapter 

dedicated to Tati’s films discusses the cynical modernism which frequently appear in 

the artworks of the period as a response to the fundamental change of the urban 

environment, and also the surfacing of the cynic as the figure of modernity.17 Other 

articles such as Ian Bordain’s “Playtime: Tativille and Paris”18 and Joan Ockman’s 

“Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime” 

provide a diversity of in-depth analysis on Playtime.19 

 

Playtime is an urban maze meant to be traversed through, to wander, to meander, to 

make a halt at its various intersections, to observe life’s absurdity and then continue 

on its journey at the signal of the green light. The inspiration for writing about the 

flâneur in Playtime derived from reading a range of scholarly articles related to 

flânerie and the art of walking. As we follow Monsieur Hulot and the American 

tourists around Playtime’s Paris, the film’s narrative, characters and theme evokes 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 See Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329. 
15 See Ben McCann, “‘Du verre, rien que du verre’: Negotiating Utopia in Playtime,” in John West-
Sooby (ed.), Nowhere is Perfect: French and Francophone Utopias/Dystopias, Newark 2008. 
16 See Laurent Marie, “Play Time as the New Babylon,” in Mark Shiel and Tony Fitzmaurice (eds.), 
Cinema and the City, Oxford, UK; Malden, Mass. 2001, pp. 257-269. 
17 See Nezar AlSayyad, Cinematic Urbanism: A History of the Modern from Reel to Real, New York 
2006. 
18 See Iain Borden, “Playtime: Tativille and Paris,” in Neil Leach (ed.), The Hieroglyphics of Space: 
Reading and Experiencing the Modern Metropolis, New York; London 2001. 
19 See Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime,” 
in Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000. 
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several analogies to the flâneur, such as the peripatetic nature of Monsieur Hulot and 

his wanderings amid the modernized urban landscape (Fig. 1-1). The main objective 

of this thesis is thus to point out the various characteristics that delineate its flâneurian 

subject. Charles Baudelaire’s flâneur in “The Painter of Modern Life”, the seminal 

text which principally connects the strolling idler to the artist and observer of modern 

life, is predicated on the grounds of the industrial revolution, rapid modernization and 

the rise of the French bourgeoisie. In his essay, Baudelaire delineates the dispositions 

specific to the flâneur in the nineteenth century, and how these attributes are 

manifested through the elusive Monsieur G.20 Since my aim in research is to examine 

the various similarities Playtime’s themes share with the act of flânerie in general, I 

do not limit my analysis to one descriptive type of the flâneur. Walter Benjamin took 

a special interest to Baudelaire’s flâneur and devised his own peculiar outlook on the 

subject. His research on Baudelaire’s nomadic protagonist reached an apotheosis with 

the unfinished Arcades Project (Passagen-Werk), a compilation of commentary on 

“texts” and “reality” which textually marks out the topography of nineteenth century 

Paris. 21  According to Buck-Morrs, Benjamin’s notion of “‘telescoping the past 

through the present’ implies that the elements of the 19th century which he chose to 

record reflected the concerns of his own era.”22 This thesis can also be seen as an aim 

to extract various elements of the flâneur from different epochs in order to form a 

constellation which interlinks the old to the new.23 The issue between the old and the 

new reflected in Playtime is even more justified and legitimate in this context as it is a 

leitmotiv in Tati’s oeuvre. Benjamin’s experimental critique serves specifically as an 

intermediary for my discourse, for his epoch connects the spawning of the stroller-

philosopher to the early-twentieth century flâneur. In order to aid my understanding of 

Baudelaire’s flâneur and its incarnations, I also draw considerably from the writings 

of contemporary scholars, for example, Nancy Forgione’s “Everyday Life in Motion: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 “Observer, philosopher, flâneur—call him what you will; but whatever words you use in trying to 
define this kind of artist, you will certainly be led to bestow upon him some adjective which you could 
not apply to the painter of eternal, or at least more lasting things, of heroic or religious subjects. 
Sometimes, he is a poet; more often he comes closer to the novelist or the moralist; he is the painter of 
the passing moment and of all the suggestions of eternity that it contains.” In Charles Baudelaire, The 
Painter of Modern Life and other essays, Jonathan Mayne Ed. trans., London 1995, p. 5. 
21 Susan Buck-Morss, “The Flâneur, the Sandwichman and the Whore: The Politics of Loitering”, in 
New German Critique, No. 39, Second Special Issue on Walter Benjamin (Autumn, 1986), pp. 99-140. 
22 Ibid., p. 100. 
23 “What has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation.” Walter Benjamin, 
The Arcades Project, Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin trans., Cambridge 2002, p. 462. 
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The Art of Walking in Late-Nineteenth-Century Paris,” which introduces the various 

connections between strolling and art.24 It provides a historical overview of the act of 

strolling and philosophical thought not limited to flânerie but applied to the average 

pedestrian as well. Margaret Iverson’s article “Following Pieces: On Performative 

Photography” studies the extension of Surrealist flânerie in the photographic creative 

process of the mid-20th century.25 Tom Gunning’s “The Exterior as the Intérieur: 

Benjamin’s Optical Detective” examines Benjamin’s discourse in the Arcades Project 

and how the optical transformation of ambiguous spaces is analogous to the 

complexity of the phantasmagoria.26 The article reflects on the relation between the 

optics of the flâneur and cinema, which greatly influences the central chapters of this 

thesis. 

 

  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 See Nancy Forgione, “Everyday Life in Motion: The Art of Walking in Late-Nineteenth-Century 
Paris,” in The Art Bulletin, Vol. 87, No. 4 (Dec., 2005), pp. 664-687. 
25 See Margaret Iverson, “Following Pieces: On Performative Photography,” in James Elkins (ed.), 
Photography Theory, New York; London 2007, pp. 91-105. 
26 See Tom Gunning, “The Exterior as the Intérieur: Benjamin’s Optical Detective,” in boundary 2, Vol. 
30, No. 1, Spring 2003, pp. 105-130 . 
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Chapter One: Flânerie in Mon Oncle and Playtime 
Disorienting Beginnings  

The film opens with a take of the blue and endless sky. We soar amid the clouds, 

airborne and limitless, with no barrier, no vehicle or engine to lift us, nothing artificial 

or man-built in sight, until we land in the vast, geometric and half transparent 

confines of the modernist landscape. Unbeknownst to us where the location is or what 

function the concourse before us maintains, we are escorted into the main halls of the 

architecture still not fully aware of where we are, until dashboards, flight schedules, 

desks, rows upon rows of seats, passengers with their luggage, etc., appear and unveil 

the purpose behind this giant structure, the hustle and bustle of the modern airport. 

The camera then follows the footsteps of a pack of American tourists descending from 

the escalator, through the customs and finally outside of the building and into the 

larger confines of the city. The entrance scene opens with an exceptionally grand 

entrance, which is very telling of the scale on which Jacques Tati stretches his 

playground in the 1967 feature film, Playtime, an epic journey into the fantasy land 

which is the modern city. Afterwards, we are confounded. We are led into the city not 

by narrative, but by movement of the camera, by way of the panorama, the fantastic 

gaze and the rhythmic dance of the everyday.  

 

Once we enter the city, we wait in vain for its narrative to spread out, but instead a 

panorama of both space and time is rendered before us. The entrance scene leading 

from the airport into the city is expansive, stretching the borders and paving the way 

into the modern city as the film rolls on, but without a precise focus or discernable 

narrative structure. Concentration is difficult and perception is dispersed; there is a 

constant feeling of being scattered because there is often a plethora of situations 

happening concurrently in a single shot. Oftentimes, multiple narratives occur in one 

scene, but are prone to be neglected as they quietly slip away with the running time. 

And so it seems that Playtime obeys no clear narrative, or it can be seen as being built 

upon multiple scenarios difficult to describe due to their complexity, while at other 

times because of their utter simplicity and banality. Film critic James Quandt 

compares Tati’s narratives to phantoms: “The narratives of Tati’s films are often 

themselves ‘ghosts’—barely there, mere floating motifs on which he hangs his gags 
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and shapes his vision.”27  Nonetheless, the ghost-like motifs of Playtime follow a 

linear structure and main plot that can be easily summed up to a simple sentence: a 

voyage into a day in modern Paris. The narrative frame follows two protagonists, 

Monsieur Hulot and a young American tourist named Barbara on their separate 

individual quests into the modern city until finally their paths converge. But even 

under this semblance of a narrative structure, the storyline and gags of Playtime are 

trivial and light as can be, each beginning to dissolve as they form, almost reflective 

of the morsels of soft clouds suspended in mid-air at the beginning of the film. We are 

puzzled in the sense of watching film as it seems to deviate from all our prior 

experiences of viewing, being weightless and nonsensical in the spectrum of the 

narrative, despite our being able to follow perfectly well with the characters that 

weave in and out of intricate settings and places. If to follow Quandt’s perception of 

the ghost-like narrative, the film is indeed comprised of a series of spectacles which 

scarcely leads the story anywhere, a kaleidoscopic panorama of the modern city in 

which Tati enacts his comedy, or vice versa, that the phantom narrative exists to 

unfold the panorama. We are caught in between narrative and spectacle, as the 

narrative escapes its own duty to tell the story in coherence, and together, the 

incoherent narratives build to capture a larger panoramic vision of the city. The 

ambiguity of the narrative sparks us to question as to what exactly are we watching—

narrative film or descriptive panorama?  

 

In Playtime, not only does the ambiguity of the narrative permeate the film’s spatial 

elements, the spaces of the film itself, or the panoramas of the modern city are equally 

as ambiguous. Ben McCann, Michel Chion and Iain Borden have remarked on the 

ambiguity of space in the Orly airport scene (Fig. 1-2), writing of the sense of 

alienation and disorientation experienced in the airport as the location shows little 

sign of identification, while people of all walks are dotted among the space—two 

nuns walking in synchronized pace, a married couple sitting in the waiting area, a 

cook pushing a food trolley, an attendant refilling the towel dispenser in the 

restroom—the venue itself is spotless, monotonous and antiseptic to an extent that can 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 James Quandt, “Scatterbrained Angel: The Films of Jacques Tati,” in The Criterion Collection, 
October 27, 2014, https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/3336-scatterbrained-angel-the-films-of-
jacques-tati, (accessed April 15, 2016). 
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easily be mistaken as a hospital.28 On a similar level, the city in Playtime engenders 

the same disorienting effect as the tourists are caught in a dislocated situation where 

they are unable to recognize the city in which they are touring. The only signs that 

identify Tati’s fabricated city are found in the immense letters “Aeroport de Paris” 

spread across the airport’s façade (Fig. 1-3), the arrow sign showing the route to Paris 

and the reflections of old Parisian monuments on the glass panels of the modernist 

buildings. In an urban setting enveloped by near identical modernist high-rises, the 

search for the city’s spatial identification is a major theme of Playtime, and possibly 

the reason why Tati engages so much with space and architecture. In fact, the mise-

en-scène of Playtime is encompassed by Tati’s pseudo-Paris, a fabricated urban 

context which Tati envisaged and later on brought to fruition in the outskirts of the 

real Paris.29  

 

According to Laurent Marie, after the release of Mon Oncle in May 1958, Jacques 

Tati explained in an interview for Les Lettres françaises, “that he had not made up his 

mind as to what his next film would be about, adding that, instead of shooting a film, 

he would not mind constructing a building: ‘My building might not be perfect, but it 

would still be great putting it together.’ Ten years later, Tati would talk of Play Time 

(1967) as the film of which he was proudest: ‘It’s exactly the picture I wanted to 

make…. I’ve suffered a lot because of it, physically and financially, but it’s really the 

film I wanted to do’—a film for which he devised not only a building but a whole 

town.”30 The town which Marie refers to is the illustrious film set of Playtime, a 

miniature city of its own accord which became widely known as Tativille. At the 

initiation of the project, Tati had plans to rent the actual Orly airport or a modernist 

building complex as his film set, but was ultimately declined access due to the film’s 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 “For Playtime, Tati redesigned Orly to give it the appearance of a hospital clinic. Hence, the perfect 
cleanliness.” Michel Chion, The Films of Jacques Tati, Antonion D’Alfonso (trans.), Toronto 2013, p. 
15; “…the opening scene is in the Aeroport de Paris at Orly, but the setting is initially unclear—a 
hospital perhaps?” Iain Borden, “Playtime: Tativille and Paris,” in Neil Leach (ed.), The Hieroglyphics 
of Space: Reading and Experiencing the Modern Metropolis, London; New York 2002, pp. 217-33, p. 
6. 
29 “In Playtime, the older Paris drops out entirely and a modernist, multi-building design ensemble 
dominates the mise-en-scène to the exclusion of almost all else.” Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist 
Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), 
pp. 318-329, p. 319. 
30 Quoted from Laurent Marie, “Play Time as New Babylon,” in Mark Shiel and Tony Fitzmaurice 
(eds.), Cinema and the City, Oxford, UK; Malden, Mass. 2001, pp. 257-269, p. 257. 
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lengthy production. 31 Rather than depending on real locations for examples of 

contemporary architecture, Tati collaborated with the architect and set designer 

Eugène Roman, and erected his own “Potemkin city” on a wasteland near Vincennes 

in southeast Paris based on the latest modernist models.32 The film set of Playtime 

resulted in “a studio-city 15,000 square meters in area (about four city 

blocks)”comprised of glass and steel buildings that were in actuality only four stories 

high, but designed to give the illusion of being towering skyscrapers (Fig. 1-4).33 

According to Nezar AlSayyad, the studio-city “had real streets with tarmac and zebra 

crossings, habitable multi-storey buildings with air-conditioning, electricity, and 

movable walls to accommodate camera positioning.” 34  The grand ensemble of 

Playtime was unprecedented at the time of its conception, being then the most 

expensive film ever to be made in the history of French cinema.35 A film set that was 

able to accommodate live traffic and entertain shops complete with merchandise was 

perhaps unheard of and a rare spectacle in itself, and it had attracted visitors from 

England, America, Russia and Sweden to wonder at the French cinecittà.36 Despite its 

costly production which exhausted Tati of his personal resources and bankrupted him 

in the end,37 the choice to build the set afforded him artistic independence to render 

the modern city as he wished, and “complete control over the modernist aspects of the 

environment which, in consequence, became a highly condensed reflection of the 

crucial new features of the city.”38 And when Tati was asked why he chose to build 

such an exorbitant set, he simply answered that the costs that went into construction 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 See Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime,” 
in Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, p. 180. 
32 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 320. Nezar AlSayyad, Cinematic Urbanism: A 
History of the Modern from Reel to Real, New York 2006, p. 110. 
33 Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime,” in 
Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, p. 180. 
34 Nezar AlSayyad, Cinematic Urbanism: A History of the Modern from Reel to Real, New York 2000, 
p. 110. 
35 James Quandt, “Scatterbrained Angel: The Films of Jacques Tati,” in The Criterion Collection, 
October 27, 2014, https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/3336-scatterbrained-angel-the-films-of-
jacques-tati, (accessed April 15, 2016).  
36 Nezar AlSayyad, Cinematic Urbanism: A History of the Modern from Reel to Real, New York 2000, 
p. 110. 
37 See David Bellos, Jacques Tati: His Life and Art, London 2011, p. 288. 
38 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 320. 
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were commensurate with that of hiring film stars.39 In a sense, it was just as Tati 

himself had stated—that the film set was “the real star of the film.”40  

 

In regard to Tati’s emphasis over Playtime’s set and neglect to promoting the film 

with notable cast, Joan Ockman observed that in this subversive film, “the people 

were ‘extras.’ Architecture was the vedette.” 41  With its panoramic long shots, 

kaleidoscopic circulation of traffic, myriad details of the city and complex 

choreography of people meandering about the urban topography, Playtime acts as if it 

was not in want of a focal character or distinct subject. Tati does not use a single 

close-up throughout the film—a visual statement suggesting that Playtime has no 

interest in concentrating on the individuals dwelling in it, but more as a collective 

despite their diversity, and their distinctive interactions, reactions and relations to the 

cityscape. This ultimately makes the film difficult and perplexing to watch, because 

viewers are constantly clouded in the uncertainty of where the focus or central 

character of a single shot lies.42 

 

The film set as the real star of Playtime places Jacques Tati’s longtime alter-ego, 

Monsieur Hulot, in an embarrassing situation. Full spread panoramic longshots 

dissipate the significance of Tati’s lead character, and the spectators are in perpetual 

search for Monsieur Hulot who appears at one point in the frame only to disappear in 

another. Even if Playtime still retains its protagonists, their roles are less of 

significance to the overall understanding of the film’s narrative. In Mon Oncle, 

Monsieur Hulot has a clearly defined role as the uncle of Gerard Arpel, an 

underachiever and jobless idler who lives by himself in the archaic and run-down 

section of town. His presence and lifestyle contrasts that of the Arpels, who 

disapprove of Hulot and consider him negative influence to their son. Playtime, on the 

contrary, does not let the spectator know where Hulot came from, his disposition, his 

relations or what business brings him about the city. All we can deduce from the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
39 Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime” in 
Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, p. 180. 
40 Iain Borden, “Playtime: Tativille and Paris,” in Neil Leach (ed.), The Hieroglyphics of Space: 
Reading and Experiencing the Modern Metropolis, London; New York 2002, pp. 217-33, p. 217. 
41 Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime” in 
Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, pp. 180-181. 
42 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 319. 
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screen is that he came to the city to look for a Mr. Giffard at a large office complex, 

whose tight schedule and hasty movement around the glass office building induces 

Hulot to chase after him but ends up getting lost in the illusory labyrinth of the 

modern city. Apart from looking for Mr. Giffard, Hulot’s wandering about the 

metropolis is aimless and merely incidental. He moves throughout the city not for the 

sake of following a deliberate itinerary, but because he was accidently caught in the 

middle of it. As Hilliker writes, “the point as always is not where one is going but 

how one gets there.”43 For Tati and Playtime, the point is not about who roams the 

city but what can be observed of it through the act of roaming. Although Tati attaches 

some importance to Hulot in Playtime, he either denies it or intensifies it by the 

insertion of Hulotesque doubles across the metropolis. Bert Cardullo remarks that in 

Playtime, “Hulot was…merely one figure among many, weaving in and out of the 

action much like the Mackintosh man in Joyce’s Ulysses.”44 Even Tati had confirmed 

that “the film could almost…have been made without him.”45 Hulot’s presence is 

omnipresent and also non-existent at the same time, a protagonist who is in fact not 

really the protagonist. His portrayal in Playtime brings little substance to the actual 

narrative frame. As a comic figure, Monsieur Hulot very rarely provokes the comedy 

in Playtime, but serves more as a catalyst to observing the humor that surrounds his 

comical modernist world.46 Tati uses his lead character as a roving centerpiece around 

which events and accidents inevitably and incessantly ensue. Thus rather than being a 

film about Hulot and his adventures, Playtime is a film that relies on the movement of 

Hulot around the cityscape and eventually about getting lost in it.  

 

Seeing as the panoramic setting is vast and disorienting, the narrative ambiguous and 

misleading, the characters prosaic and insignificant, Playtime is truly an otherworldly 

film that flabbergasts its spectators. In a correspondence to Tati, François Truffaut 

famously wrote that,  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 Ibid., p. 320. 
44 Bert Cardullo & Jacques Tati, “Comedy Belongs to Everybody: An Interview with Jacques Tati,” in 
Bert Cardullo (ed.), World Directors in Dialogue: Conversations on Cinema, Blue Ridge Summit 2011, 
pp. 39-58, p. 41. 
45 Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime” in 
Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, p. 177. 
46 “Hulot is not a comedian in the sense of being the source and focus of the humor; he is rather, an 
attitude, a signpost, a perspective that reveals the humor in the world around him.” Bert Cardullo & 
Jacques Tati, “Comedy Belongs to Everybody: An Interview with Jacques Tati,” in Bert Cardullo (ed.), 
World Directors in Dialogue: Conversations on Cinema, Blue Ridge Summit 2011, pp. 39-58, p. 40. 
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Playtime is like nothing else that exists in cinema. There is no other film that is 

shot and mixed like this. It’s a film that comes from another planet, where films 

are shot differently. Perhaps Playtime is the Europe of 1968 as filmed by the 

first Martian filmmaker, their Louis Lumière! He sees what we don’t see, hears 

what we no longer hear and films in a way we aren’t capable of.47 

 

Truffaut’s comment suggests that the representation of Paris in Playtime belongs to an 

otherworldly realism, and that it even adopts a kind of alien perspective or Martian 

observation of the modern city, enabling us to see what we don’t see—observations 

that cannot come from just any average human being. Roger Ebert also comments that 

Playtime “is one of a kind, complete in itself, a species already extinct at the moment 

of its birth.” Despite the film’s eccentricities, Playtime is masterful choreography and 

powerful observation as Jacques Tati has the ability to unfold life as it is in playful 

and artful ways, finding drama and comical expression in the daily originating from 

the streets. A large portion of the film’s narrative and mise-en-scène are based on how 

the masses consciously or unconsciously interact with the new urban spaces that have 

opened up ubiquitously at the time. In a sense, urban space and architecture are the 

poetic structure of Playtime, whereas the people and objects choreographed within 

makes up the poetry. The film’s large-scale emphasis of the urban setting and the act 

of wandering through the city marks it an impressive representation of the 1960s 

urban experience in Paris.  

 

Flânerie 

One of the ways in entering the film’s narrative is in viewing it as a fictional 

travelogue. The narrative of the film expands as the urban maze is opened up before 

us by following the protagonists’ footsteps. Walking is the best way to know the city: 

the bustling streets, the narrow alleys, the dark corners, the tranquil parks, etc. Nancy 

Forgione states, “That heightened attentiveness to walking reflects its centrality as a 

mode of encountering the world, especially an urban world shifting shape before its 

inhabitants’ eyes.”48 It is the pivotal action in Baudelaire’s 1863 essay, “The Painter 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47 Quoted from a letter by François Truffaut to Tati, 23.12.1967, in François Ede and Stephane Goudet 
(eds.), Playtime, Paris 2002, p. 15. 
48 Nancy Forgione, “Everyday Life in Motion: The Art of Walking in Late-Nineteenth-Century Paris,” 
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of Modern Life,” as his protagonist, the flâneur immerses his body and unleashes his 

mind among the broad streets and narrow alleys of 19th century Paris. Baudelaire’s 

“Painter of Modern Life” is an ode to modernity. Baudelaire’s flâneur wanders amid 

the modern urban fabric and captures the essence that has become of the modern 

world. He is connoisseur of the streets and recognizes the eternal in the fleeting and 

ephemeral pace of everyday life.49 Baudelaire’s essay, despite not being the first to 

place emphasis on flânerie, has been the one to point out the connection between 

strolling, the urban experience, modernity and the creative process of the 19th century. 

Literally meaning idler and stroller in French, Baudelaire writes of the flâneur as the 

sole chronicler and philosopher of modernity: 

 

The crowd is his element, as the air is that of birds and water of fishes. His 

passion and his profession are to become one flesh with the crowd. For the 

perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to step up 

the house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, 

in the midst of the fugitive and infinite. To be away from home and yet to 

feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at the centre of the 

world, and yet to remain hidden from the world – such are a few of the 

slightest pleasures of those independent, passionate, impartial natures which 

the tongue can but clumsily define. The spectator is a prince who everywhere 

rejoices in his incognito.50 

 

Baudelaire draws his influence from Edgar Allan Poe’s short detective story, The Man 

of the Crowd, and paints a picture of the flâneur as the passionate urban spectator who 

is always immersed in the crowd. Shrouded by the masses, the flâneur sees and 

records everything but is never seen. The emergence of the urban crowd in the 19th 

century and the impact of Haussmannization has also facilitated an era of artworks 

based on depictions of the streets, the Parisian crowd and observations of the drastic 

alterations taking place amid the urban landscape.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
in The Art Bulletin, Vol. 87, No. 4 (Dec., 2005), pp. 664-687, p. 664. 
49 Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life and other essays, Jonathan Mayne Ed. trans., 
London 1995, pp. 12-15. 
50 Ibid., p. 9. 
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In the early 20th century, the Surrealists took advantage of the flâneur’s mobile 

perspective, and used it to brew tales of mystery and surreality through following the 

unknown.51 Subsequently, both Baudelaire’s flâneur and the Surrealist adoption of 

flânerie had an evident impact on Walter Benjamin’s discourse, who compared the 

flâneur to the amateur detective roaming the phantasmagoric arcades of Paris. 52 

Analogies between film and flânerie have also been subject to abundant research 

since the advent of film, as the camera is able to observe the unobserved and see what 

others cannot like a flâneur.53 The theme of flânerie in cinema gives one the ability to 

scan and peruse the city, if not by x-ray vision then by way of the rolling camera, 

through long takes along the streets or close-ups on minute details.54 I consider this to 

be the case with Playtime as the narrative of the film is largely based on Monsieur 

Hulot’s saunter in the city and the American tourists sightseeing of the town, drifting 

in and out of the modernist buildings meticulously constructed in Tativille. It is 

perhaps no coincidence that Tati built the narrative of his film through Monsieur 

Hulot’s constant shuffle about modern Paris, for the city has boasted a long tradition 

of flânerie, and can be witnessed throughout these earlier depictions in painting, 

writing, photography and film. The film also depicted an era in which Paris 

underwent rapid transformation after World War II and places much emphasis on the 

modern city’s alienating features.  

 

Moreover, the 1960s also gave rise to a wave of artworks based on activities related to 

flânerie such as wandering and following, found predominantly in performative 

photography and film, for example, the following pieces by Vito Acconci and Sophie 

Calle, 55  or the purposeless wanderings of Lidia in Michelangelo Antonioni’s La 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 See Margaret Iverson, “Following Pieces: On Performative Photography,” in James Elkins (ed.), 
Photography Theory, New York; London 2007, pp. 91-105, pp. 91-94. 
52 See Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. 
Jennings (ed.), Cambridge 2006, p. 66-96. 
53 Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality, New York 1960, p. 72. 
54 See Jaimey Fisher, “Wandering in/to the Rubble-Film: Filmic Flânerie and the Exploded Panorama 
after 1945”; Anne Friedberg, “Les Flâneurs du Mal: Cinema and the Postmodern Condition”; Tom 
Gunning, “The Exterior as the Intérieur: Benjamin’s Optical Detective”; Valentin Nussbaum, 
“Forensics and the City: Profiling the Urban Maze in Detective Movies”; Torunn Haaland, “Flânerie, 
spatial practices and nomadic thought in Antonioni’s La notte” etc. for examples of the filmic flânerie. 
55 See Margaret Iverson, “Following Pieces: On Performative Photography,” in James Elkins (ed.), 
Photography Theory, New York; London 2007, pp. 91-105, pp. 99-103. 
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notte.56 In a similar vein, the following pieces by Acconci and Calle are descended 

from the practices of the amateur detective, originating from Edgar Allan Poe’s The 

Man of the Crowd and directly influenced by Andre Breton’s Nadja.57  With the 

camera as their tool of documentation and commissioning a photographer to capture 

their encounters like a private eye, both artists intentionally follow their object and yet 

are submissive to the unpredictable arbitrary journeys that eventually ensue.  

 

Walter Benjamin states that “In the flâneur, the joy of watching is triumphant. It can 

concentrate on observation; the result is the amateur detective. Or it can stagnate in 

the gaper; then the flâneur has turned into a badaud. The revealing presentation of the 

city has come from neither. They are the work of those who have traversed the city 

absently, as it were, lost in thought or worry.”58 Playtime is indeed a concentration on 

observation and undoubtedly deals with “the revealing presentation of the city” 

through the wanderings of Monsieur Hulot, the female lead Barbara and the other 

American tourists’ meander in the city. Tati makes the conspicuous distinction 

between these three types of urban strollers and observers in Playtime. The pack of 

American tourists are easily separated from Hulot and Barbara as they mindlessly 

gape at the superficial structures and material abundance of Playtime’s Paris, and can 

thus be compared to the role of the badaud stripped of individuality.59 On the other 

hand, Hulot gingerly moves around the urban maze in a silent and quizzical manner, 

and Barbara’s intelligent gaze, individual interests and quest for the Parisian essence 

readily sets them apart from the rest.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56 See Torunn Haaland, “Flânerie, spatial practices and nomadic thought in Antonioni’s La notte,” in 
Italica, Vol. 90, No. 4 (Winter 2013), pp. 596-619.  
57 Margaret Iverson, “Following Pieces: On Performative Photography,” in James Elkins (ed.), 
Photography Theory, New York; London 2007, pp. 91-105, pp. 99-103. 
58 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. Jennings 
(ed.), Cambridge 2006, pp. 98-99. 
59 The badaud was often compared to the flâneur. Victor Fournel made the distinction clear in Ce qu'on 
voit dans les rues de Paris (What One Sees in the Streets of Paris, 1867): “The flâneur must not be 
confused with the badaud; a nuance should be observed here.…The simple flâneur…is always in full 
possession of his individuality. By contrast, the individuality of the badaud disappears, absorbed by the 
outside world, which ravishes him, which moves him to drunkenness and ecstasy. Under the influence 
of the spectacle that presents itself to him, the badaud becomes an impersonal creature; he is no longer 
a man, he is the public, he is the crowd.” See Gregory Shaya, “The Flâneur, The Baudaud, and the 
Making of a Mass Public in France, circa 1860-1910,” in The American Historical Review, Vol. 109, 
No. 1 (February 2004), pp. 41-77, p. 49 in notes.. 
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Tati’s characters in Playtime seem at semblance to recall the leisure wanderings of the 

flâneur and their peripatetic observation of the city indeed avails the revealing 

representation of the urban setting which circumscribes them. However, unlike the 

intentional submission to arbitrariness in Poe’s The Man of the Crowd, Breton’s 

Nadja and the contemporaneous following pieces, Hulot sets out to chase after 

Monsieur Giffard but looses sight of him at the very beginning and pursues his 

reflection instead. Hulot gets lost in the process and unintentionally gets entangled in 

a chain of random encounters. Joan Ockman compares Hulot’s bumbling around the 

city to Chaplin’s tramp, and considers Hulot as “passive, deferential, absent-minded. 

He bucks the tide with only a dim sense of purpose, even if he inevitably subverts 

things in spite of himself….‘a character’ in Playtime he is no longer so much singular 

as a man of the crowd.”60 And as mentioned earlier, Tati himself also admitted that 

the film could almost have been made without the presence of Hulot, making the 

character less of a flâneur than the typical roaming pedestrian.61 Barbara, on the other 

hand, is often caught in the act of flânerie and wandering off on her own, but is 

consistently called back to the tourist group. Forming an organized group and 

adhering to a set itinerary, the tourist group is the antithesis of the nomadic flâneur.  

 

At best, Playtime’s characters parody the wandering perception of the flâneur as they 

cease to fulfill the conventional characteristics of the flâneur, constantly brooding or 

deep in contemplation while roaming the streets, or the intentional submission to the 

arbitrariness of what may be discovered on the road. Nevertheless, the film’s themes, 

fixations on fashion, commodity and the materiality of the era, the protagonists’ 

appearance, cinematic device, depictions of walking, urban transformation and 

modernization, the phantasmagoric or dream-like qualities of the film set, etc., betray 

the film’s flâneurian subject.  

 

Incoherent Realities—Flânerie and Urban Transformation 
As an observer of the modernization of the urban landscape, the flâneur is almost 

always born in an era about to endure or in the process of urban transformation. 

Evident ruptures and incoherencies in time and space matter for the flâneur as he 
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“goes botanizing on the asphalt” in search of meaning in modernity.62 This is true of 

Baudelaire’s flâneur, the Surrealist practice of flânerie 63  and Benjamin’s 

flâneur/detective prototype, and should be the case with Monsieur Hulot in the 1960s 

Paris of Playtime. Baudelaire published “The Painter of Modern Life” in 1863, a time 

when Paris was undergoing radical change after the Industrial Revolution and a 

comprehensive restructuring of the city. Nancy Forgione writes,  

 

Always a city for walking, Paris became much more conspicuously so during 

the second half of the nineteenth century, as Baron Georges-Eugène 

Haussmann’s urban reconstruction program of the 1850s and 1860s opened 

up boulevards, bridges, squares, and other public spaces to traffic and to 

view.64 

 

Before Haussmann, the center of Paris had been documented as a densely populated, 

unsanitary, murky and dangerous place in which its crooked streets and narrow 

alleyways have not altered much since the Middle Ages. A few years prior to the 

city’s modernization, the French social reformer Victor Considerant had referred to 

Paris as “an immense workshop of putrefaction, where misery, pestilence and 

sickness work in concert, where sunlight and air rarely penetrate. Paris is a terrible 

place where plants shrivel and perish, and where, of seven small infants, four die 

during the course of the year.”65 It was actually these disquieting aspects of the city 

that had cradled the emergence of the flâneur, the figure who would later on be 

nurtured upon witnessing the city’s transformation.  

 

Between 1853 and 1870, Haussmann was commissioned by Emperor Napoléon III to 

launch a series of urban renovations and infrastructural programs in order to improve 

the degeneration of the city center. His reconstruction plan for Paris saw to the 

demolition of deteriorating and unhygienic neighborhoods and brought about the 
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62 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. Jennings 
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63 See Robin Walz, Pulp surrealism: insolent popular culture in early twentieth-century Paris, 
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64 Nancy Forgione, “Everyday Life in Motion: The Art of Walking in Late-Nineteenth-Century Paris,” 
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construction of wide avenues, tree-lined boulevards, opulent parks, public squares, 

shopping venues and modern infrastructure, such as bridges, fountains, sewers and 

aqueducts (Fig. 1-5).66 Apart from ridding the city of its ramshackle settlements, 

improving the circulation of city traffic and stimulating economic growth, Napoleon’s 

pivotal intention behind the overall modernization was in making Paris “revolution-

proof” so that rebels were unable to build barricades in the narrow streets.67 In other 

words, in overriding the impenetrable and unilluminated sectors of the city, 

restoration of light was a possible means of surveillance over the nation’s capital.  

 

Haussmann’s renovation was not, however, favorably received by the Parisian public, 

and his commission was later on dismissed by Napoleon III in 1870. He himself 

expressed regrets pertaining to the renovation later on in his memoir, stating that:  

 

In the eyes of the Parisians, who like routine in things but are changeable 

when it comes to people, I committed two great wrongs: Over the course of 

seventeen years, I disturbed their daily habits by turning Paris upside down, 

and they had to look at the same face of the Prefect in the Hotel de Ville. 

These were two unforgivable complaints.68  

 

In regard to this history, Benjamin remarked that “Parisians…no longer felt at home,” 

critically commenting on the fact that Haussmann had transformed the once familiar 

environment into something rather foreign in the eyes of the Parisian public. 

According to Forgione, Benjamin along with his contemporaries, Georg Simmel and 

Siegfried Kracauer, also happened to coincide on the view that the accelerated 

modernization of Paris had inevitably “engendered a physical and psychic 

disruption.”69  

 

Despite being removed from his own projects at the Fin de siècle, work on 

Haussmann’s plans were carried on into the next century and operated until 1927. At 

the end of the first quarter of the twentieth century, the cityscape in Paris continued to 
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change rapidly, alongside the damaging impacts of World War I, “cultural and 

technological modernities of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries overlapped, and 

their ruptures were evident everywhere….” 70  This was a time when pedestrians, 

horse-drawn carriages, bicycles, automobiles shared the boulevards, and the transition 

between gas lamps and electrified street lamps were in order. It was apparent that 

Benjamin, Simmel and Kracauer’s shared viewpoint on the physical and psychic 

disruption of the Fin de siècle alluded to their own disorienting present.71 Scholars 

considered the transitional aspect of the epoch and the parallelism of incoherent 

realities throughout the city a decisive factor toward the emergence of French 

surrealist manifestations: 

 

The goal of surrealism was not simply to create an artistic movement but to 

reconfigure human consciousness in objective accordance with this new and 

constantly changing reality…. The goal was to expand an individual’s 

consciousness to incorporate previously unknown realities into a richer and 

more complex image of modern life.72  

 

This was the pretext that propelled the Surrealists to be mysteriously drawn to the 

pursuit of the unknown. In accordance, Louis Aragon predicted that the cultural and 

intellectual forms of the flâneur would reappear as a response to the contemporary 

wave of urban modernization, “transformed by new and unknown modes of strolling, 

radically changing not just a city neighborhood, but an entire mentality.”73  

 

In a similar respect, Jacques Tati invited the flâneurian subject of urban 

transformation into his films early on in Mon Oncle. According to David Bellos, “Tati 

might well have got the idea of making a drama and a comedy out of the post-war 

reconstruction boom from his conversations with Jacques Lagrange; but he could 

have got it just as easily from simply looking around.”74 In viewing it as a prelude to 
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examining the overwhelming urban transformation in Playtime, Monsieur Hulot 

walks around the village in the same leisurely manner in Mon Oncle, simultaneously 

observing the alteration of the city through a comical lens, playing the unemployed 

and socially awkward uncle who lives in the archaic and underdeveloped outskirts of 

the city; his existence contrasts that of his relatives, the Arpels, who live in an ultra-

modern house in a highly modernized district at the suburbs of Paris. The opening of 

the film guides viewers into the old village of Saint-Maur replete with cobblestone 

roads, old-fashioned streetlamps, street vendors, markets, mischievous boys, and stray 

dogs rummaging the garbage cans on the sidewalks. The film basically cuts back and 

forth between the representation of two drastically different architectural types and 

settings.  

 

According to Christopher Heathcote, “the picturesque village radiated a warm, untidy 

atmosphere, with its architectural mix of the sensible and disheveled snuggled around 

a late Second Empire main square.”75 Monsieur Hulot’s quaint yet endearing Parisian 

apartment building is also an organic composition of diverse elements (Fig. 1-6). Its 

patchwork-like “montaged” appearance evokes a visual disequilibrium with its 

crooked and unsymmetrical body poised in a most delicate situation, yet its organic 

configuration bestows a natural and charming balance. On the contrary, the geometric 

modernist house of the Arpels is everything opposite to the quaint old building where 

Hulot lives. Villa Arpel (Fig. 1-7), modeled to emulate Le Corbusier or Robert 

Mallet-Stevens’ early designs,76 is geometric in form with additional cubicles attached 

to its main body, circular windows embellish the second floor and rectangular 

entrances open at the ground floor. It is surrounded by a geometric garden with a fish-

shaped fountain at its center and a meandering garden path that connects the front 

door to the gates. Compared to Hulot’s old Parisian apartment, the modernist 

aesthetics inherent in Villa Arpel is equally appealing and its set design is the central 
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stage where most of the comedy unfolds as Tati deploys it as the main object of 

ridicule in his film.  

 

Jacques Lagrange’s set design for Villa Arpel follows Le Corbusier’s design concept 

of perceiving the house as a machine à habiter and resembles the early designs of 

Maison Citröhan (1922, Fig. 1-8) or Villa Savoye (1929, Fig. 1-9), adopting the 

semblance of machine-driven automobiles or vessels.77 Le Corbusier designed and 

named Maison Citröhan after the car manufacturing company in reaction to the 

dawning of the new machine age, embracing the idea that domestic life should 

correspond to the mechanistic industrial context of the early twentieth century in 

order to function effectively as a mechanical entity.78 For Le Corbusier, “the ship was 

a model community based on a balance of individual freedom and collective 

life. …While as a stream-lined machine for sailing it was a product of the engineer’s 

aesthetic, it also carried with it a mythic idea of primal shelter: the ark.”79 In looking 

at Villa Arpel as a whole, the house indeed bears resemblance to the marine boat with 

the first floor as the hull, its upper landing as the main cabin, and the house’s 

distinctive round windows resembling portholes. In Mon Oncle, however, the 

symbolism of the vessel is seen as a joke, and the fish-shaped fountain at the center of 

the garden—giving the impression that the fish is squirting water from a body of 

water where the boat is supposedly afloat—only aggravates the sarcasm. Far from 

living the “model community based on a balance of individual freedom” as Le 

Corbusier anticipated for his vessel-like designs, the inhabitants of Villa Arpel live a 

machine-like existence fixated on work, social status, material acquisition, superficial 

aesthetics and fixed gender roles. The Arpels surround their daily lives with 

nonsensical machines and gadgets that exist only to impress, such as the fish-shaped 

fountain gag which Mme. Arpel activates only for important guests, and the stylish 

but uncomfortable modern furniture, alluding to the ostentatiousness of the 

consumerist society. The vessel-like Villa Arpel drifts apart from the autonomous 

ideal of Le Corbusier’s ship and the walls around the house insinuates the 

confinement of the boat, drifting yet restricted, aboard which a bourgeois family is 

held captive amid the sea that is the contemporary society. The symbolism of the boat 
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also suggests an inherent dislocation of the home and domestic space—in no longer 

incorporating the architectural elements that are immanently French, inhabitants may 

experience a sense of being adrift in one’s own domain. What lies at hand is a 

projection of the rigidity and monotony of the International style and an uprooting of 

the French culture through architectural representation, a theme which Tati would 

further elaborate in Playtime.80 

 

The film’s setting shifts along with the movement of Hulot, shuttling back and forth 

between the disparate parts of the city, stressing the disparages of the old and the 

modern through the decrepit stone wall of the old village locale leading to the 

modernized areas of the city (Fig. 1-10). 81  A reoccurring setting delineates the 

incoherent realities of the urban topography: the remaining structure and debris 

(ruptures) of the crumbling stone wall feature as the destruction and decline of the 

older parts of the village which nevertheless continue to exist among the urban setting, 

while in the distance, urban housing projects appear as permutations of orderly and 

identical modernist buildings, signaling to a new way of life in the modern city. 

Towards the end of the film, an old town building can also be seen in the process of 

being demolished by village workers, indicating the gradual disappearance of the old 

village.  

 

This constant change of setting and overlap between the old and new areas of the city 

is repeatedly shown in the film, hinting at the pivotal role which urban transformation 

partakes in the film’s framework and narrative. Its reoccurrence throughout the film is 

not merely projected through the coexistence of the stone-wall and the modernist 

housing projects, but through cinematic expression such as the contradistinctive 

montage and cuts between the modernist villa and the old village sequences—

allowing viewers to perceive the sudden shift between the two settings and hence the 

widening discrepancy of the cityscape that follows urban transformation. Another 

example of such incoherent realities can be observed in Tati’s use of long shots, such 

as the sequence in which the camera takes on the itinerant perspective of stray dogs, 
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following their canine wanderings from the old village to the modernized districts. In 

this sequence, the transformation from archaic urban surroundings to the modernist 

geometric suburbs is gradual and, seen from a canine viewpoint, stooped low to a 

vantage where it is difficult for one to acknowledge from exactly where and how the 

urban topography began to alter. The sequence illustrates the unconscious 

acceleration of urban transformation, essentially permeating urban existence. It 

implies that the transformation of the urban topography disturbs inhabitants at a 

subconscious level and provides the urban landscape with its uncanniness through 

incoherent realities—the incoherent city is the capacity which contains the familiar 

and the unfamiliar, the heimlich und unheimlich.82 

 

In Mon Oncle, the term “stepping into the future” is thus legitimized, for at one end of 

the film set lies the quaint village of Saint-Maur which doesn’t seem to have evolved 

much since Haussmann’s time, while at the other end, a futuristic neighborhood 

composed of ultramodern buildings demonstrates a complete break from the cultural 

roots that its neighboring village is established upon. Tati exploits the cinematic 

language of the montage and the long-shot throughout the film to juxtapose and 

demonstrate the conscious and subconscious architectural discrepancies, accentuating 

the incoherent realities that exist within the single dimension that is the modern city.  

 

To a great extent, the inconsistency of the urban reality featured in Mon Oncle 

corresponds to the incoherent realities documented of Paris at the Fin de siècle and 

early twentieth century as results of a booming industrial revolution or consequences 

of war. The transition of reality during the era of filming Mon Oncle must have taken 

on a different kind of blow to its contemporaries as seen visible in the film. The 

incoherent realities go beyond the parallelism of traditional and electricity-powered 

infrastructure, or in terms of style and building material, pedestrians were met with a 

reality that was perhaps never even imagined before—an urban reality that has begun 

to stylistically espouse the futuristic inventions and imaginations of the Space-Age.83  
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On a thematic level, the dramatic experience of Mon Oncle’s epoch resonates with the 

end of the nineteenth century and Haussmannization through the comprehensive 

makeover that provides the city with its ultramodern appearance. On the other hand, 

urban regeneration as both the result of war and technological advancement can be 

seen analogous to the situation of the early twentieth century when transitions from 

gas lamps to electrified street lamps, and horse-drawn carriages to automobiles were 

at hand. According to Hilliker, Tati’s films depict the “new and disquieting forces 

infiltrating the sphere of the quotidian in post WWII France.”84 We are unaware 

whether the crumbled stone wall of the old Parisian village was a consequence of time 

or ruined by the devastation of war, but either way, its deterioration and collapse 

opens the gateway leading to urban modernization.  

 

In Playtime’s Paris, the transformation of post-war urban regeneration is complete. 

Albeit different from the incoherent realities juxtaposed in Mon Oncle, the 

overwhelming tide of alienation and unfamiliarity of the pseudo-Paris in Playtime 

triggers a similar “physical and psychic disruption” that is crucial to the dialectic of 

the flâneur.85 In its architectural representation, the film severs all ties with the old 

world and shows little sign of remnants of the old Parisian villages.86 The historical 

monuments that generally come to mind when we think about the city, such as the 

Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe and the Sacré-Cœur which endow the city with its 

legendary standing, are merely reduced to reflections on glass panels (Fig. 1-11). 

Instead, we are confronted with rows of skyscrapers, a concentrate of large 

commercial districts, modernist apartment building complexes. The urban landscape 

of Playtime directly contrasts the quaint old village and the modern suburban villas 

found in Mon Oncle. All the buildings in Tati’s modernist world are massive 

homogenized structures built from reinforced concrete, glass and steel, occupying 

entire blocks. In Playtime, Monsieur Hulot, the American tourists, inhabitants of the 

pseudo-Paris are met with an urban reality that is vast as it is all-inclusive, rising on 
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grounds that are isolated, impersonal and uprooted of pre-existing cultural elements. 

The false reflections of the Parisian monuments on the glass building walls are self-

reflexive of the modernist cityscape, as they mirror their own detachment from 

previous cultural roots. In comparison to the incoherent realities stressed in Mon 

Oncle, Tati’s Paris evokes an entirely alien reality and a scale of unprecedented 

possibilities to its contemporaries, exhibited through the encompassing tide of urban 

renovation, and also the architectural and social reform that follow. In Playtime, not 

only is the urban topography strikingly different from that of Mon Oncle’s, the 

inhabitants have also begun to incorporate a different way of living, implanting a 

sense of unfamiliarity, puzzlement, novelty and alienation throughout the film.  

 

The modernist aesthetics of Playtime’s Paris is suffused with utopian qualities 

undeniably influenced by contemporary architectural and urban planning theories. 

Benn McCann considers that the modernist style of the film’s massive set owes 

particularly to Le Corbusier’s utopian theories of urban planning. 87  Lee Hilliker 

contends that the work of the two essentially different artists show a common affinity 

for specific themes related to the modern urban experience.88 He cites Le Corbusier’s 

proposal during a 1933 conference on modern architecture that urban life in the 

futuristic city should fall under four main categories—habitation, loisirs, travail, 

circulation (habitation, entertainment, labor, traffic)—which predominantly coincides 

with the scope of Tati’s work.89 The main scenes depicted in Playtime can also be 

categorized accordingly— the Airport (traffic), the Commercial Offices (work), the 

Trade Exhibition (work and entertainment), the Apartment (habitation), the Royal 

Garden (entertainment) and the Carousel of Cars (traffic). According to Hilliker, 

Playtime was filmed “in an era when official policy in Paris decreed conversion to 

modernism along the lines theorized by Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus in the twenties 

and thirties,”90 thereby recognizing the prominent impact of Le Corbusier’s urban 

theories on the film’s framework. Therefore, even if Tati had never read Le 
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Corbusier’s theories, he would have picked up on the urban ambience around him 

induced by the modernist urban planning projects that were underway at the time.  

 

Le Corbusier developed his own utopian concepts for the futuristic city in Urbanisme 

(The City of Tomorrow, 1925) and Vers Une Architecture (Towards a New 

Architecture, 1923), considering that modern architecture and urban planning should 

work hand in hand to bring about social reform, eliminate chaos and disorder, create a 

harmonious living environment and restore rationality and functionality to the city.91 

Extending from the architectural style in Mon Oncle influenced by Le Corbusier’s 

idea of “une machine à habiter” for early domestic prototypes, we are also able to 

detect how Tati would once again borrow from Le Corbusier’s modernist outlook for 

the pseudo-Paris in Playtime and how its assimilation traces the concepts behind Le 

Corbusier’s larger schemes, such as the model community of the ocean-liner and the 

Three Million City.92 This time, the stylistic notion of the machine or vessel is no 

longer limited to the single unit that is the private household, but applied extensively 

onto the collective. McCann notices the tremendous change in France during the near-

decade interim between the two films, stating that “the modernist house with its 

inflated scale and architectural ‘emptiness’ that had so baffled Hulot has now become 

the default design aesthetic for urban planners.” Instead of the diminutive size of the 

marine boat reference as suggested earlier in Villa Arpel, everything of mass and 

volume is multiplied to a colossal scale in Playtime, echoing Le Corbusier’s 

broadened visions for architecture and urban planning.  

 

In regard to restructuring urban spatial features, the basic principals for the Three 

Million City demonstrates a break from traditional modes of urban living, signaling to 

a dramatic change in the configuration of the urban space and social structure. Zoning 

was introduced by Le Corbusier as a means to divide the cityscape into “segregated 

functional zones.”93 To stress the importance of functionality in the modern city, Le 
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Corbusier singled out different urban functions and appointed each zone to a purpose, 

such as the division between the commercial district and the residential areas as 

depicted in Playtime. This alteration in the city’s spatial configuration deviates from 

previous urban living experiences, underlined by Tati in Mon Oncle through the 

rendition of old Saint-Maur where everything regarding daily life and work is 

interspersed. 

 

In a sense, the difference in the cinematic language of Mon Oncle and Playtime can 

be seen as responses to the dramatic change in the urban environment and social 

structures. Hilliker notices the drastic difference of the cinematic language in the two 

films, stating that the former appears 

 

…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 

expectation 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.94  

 

The slow pace of Mon Oncle echoes life in the ultramodern villa and the old Parisian 

townhouses, whereas the heightened tempo of city life is distinctly portrayed in 

Playtime. As aforementioned, urban life in Playtime is multiplied to accommodate the 

masses, and its multiple focal points largely contrasts the singular focus of the Arpel 

family in Mon Oncle. This multiplication is exemplified in both the working 

environment and residential areas—in the numerous office cubes found in the 

commercial building and the apartment building complex. Playtime’s multilayered 

choreography and large-scaled configurations of the mise-en-scene echo the density 

of the urban crowd, as well as the multiplication and overwhelming dominance of the 

city’s architecture.  
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In a similar vein, the different types of transportation depicted in the two films also 

delineate the altered situation of urban transformation and their psychological impact 

on its inhabitants. Unlike the gradual process of urban renovation in Mon Oncle, 

which is straightforwardly rendered at the opening of the film both visible through the 

construction sites and audible through the background noise, there are rarely scenes in 

Playtime which depict the evolution of reconstruction. The aerial view of the open 

sky (Fig. 1-12) in the opening scene illustrates a detachment from any preexisting 

urban topographies or peripheral discrepancies as we land into the city entire of 

itself—an island metropolis severed from the rest of the world, making one feel as if 

one were dropped from a lofty height into an urban labyrinth composed exclusively of 

modernist steel-framed glass buildings.95 The reference to the sky evokes the novel 

prevalence of the aviation industry during the time, as indicated by the following 

scene when viewers are led into the harbors of this particular mode of 

transportation. 96  However, in view of the lack of a gradual process for urban 

reformation in Playtime, the film’s introductory vehicle to the fast-paced urban setting 

is also one of fast-tracked novelty and accelerated speed. In Mon Oncle, the progress 

of urban regeneration is being traced through the idleness of Tati’s daily commute 

between the old and new worlds, restricted to the leisurely speed of the bicycle or the 

steady and oftentimes sluggish traffic experienced inside the automobile. The 

transportation methods in the two films denote the disparate pace at which urban 

regeneration is being propelled, and on another level the different psychological 

experiences that accompany the transformation of the city.  

 

Transportation serves specifically as the optic device which Monsieur Hulot and the 

Arpels utilize to shuttle between the urban incoherencies and observe the 

advancements of reconstruction in Mon Oncle. In following the slow-moving vehicles 

that are related to the affairs of the daily and dispatched from the intimate sector of 
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95 “In Playtime the older Paris drops out entirely and a modernist, multi-building design ensemble 
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the home, the roving camera is able to illuminate the more grounded, relatable and 

piecemeal development of urban reconstruction. In comparison, the airplane is a 

symbol of rapid velocity, international travel, state of the art technology, etc. As a tool 

of transportation with airborne qualities, we are guaranteed a foreign experience as it 

departs from the earth’s surface and one’s immediate surroundings, instantaneously 

carrying its passengers off to faraway lands. Therefore, despite having never really 

featured an airplane in the film, the emphasis placed on the aviation industry 

throughout Playtime can be seen as an indicator that the modern city in which Hulot 

and the tourists arrive is indeed foreign terrain.  

 

In eliminating the gradual approach and progressive understanding of the journey, the 

high-velocity and instantaneous experience of air travel disconnects travelers from 

their former spatial context at the point of departure, resulting in a sense of 

estrangement and distanced fascination towards its destination. Likewise, the absolute 

embrace of modern architecture in Playtime’s Paris alienates all other urban forms. 

Therefore, the alienating reality presented in Playtime does not allude to the 

divergence of architectural styles, but to the turbulent metamorphosis and 

restructuring of the city, and the immediate uprooting of the urban identity that has 

been formerly attributed to the city. It also reflects deeply upon the International style, 

seeing as modernist architecture’s rational and mechanical configuration, deprivation 

of ornate details, transparency and lightness through the use of glass, accentuates the 

alienation and loss of identity within the city.97    

 

Finally, we are able to understand that the notorious opening of Playtime which sets 

viewers to much puzzlement, illustrates the overall estrangement of the modern city.98 

Ben McCann comments that at the beginning of Playtime, “those orthodox narrative 

rules that decree that an audience should be immediately temporally and spatially 

located are flouted.”99 Indeed, we are quite lost at first in the airport scene when 

inserted in a vast and empty hall with nothing more to observe than its monochrome 

surrounding, waiting seats and restroom stalls. The environment, despite its 
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expansiveness, is rigid as are the listless characters contained within it, which only 

heightens our bafflement to the improbable scene. Looking at the sequence from the 

perspective of the flâneur’s traverse, however, we are able to read that the opening 

scene which Tati deliberately situates as problematic and perplexing—a location with 

no identity—is perfectly suited to introduce the film’s undefinable narrative, and the 

series of banal and chaotic events illustrating the generalization of urban alienation. 

 As Ben MacCann states, “The spatial ambiguity and sense of dislocation in the 

airport are a highly appropriate introduction to the film’s developing themes of 

alienation, in which the familiar becomes defamiliarised and the sights and sounds of 

modernist environments appear misleading.” 100  Encompassed by the monotonous 

grey of the steel and glass high-rises, the modernity which the mid-twentieth century 

flâneur tirelessly seeks is a disorienting labyrinth of homogenous structures which 

alienates its own inhabitants. As a result of this estrangement, Walter Benjamin 

proposes that the flâneur seek refuge in the city streets and transform the arcades into 

one’s own dwelling.101 This is what similarly happens in the next step, the city of 

Playtime ultimately transforms into the modern arcades in which the flâneur will 

discover a dialectical dream city. 
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Chapter Two: Dream City—The Modern Arcades 

“History is like Janus: it has two faces. Whether it looks to the past or to the present, 

it sees the same things.” Maxime Du Camp, Paris <Paris, 1869-1875>, vol. 6, p. 315 

[S1,1]102 

 

 “The intoxicated interpenetration of street and residence such as comes about in the 

Paris of the nineteenth century—and especially in the experience of the flâneur—has 

prophetic value. For the new architecture lets this interpenetration become sober 

reality.” [AP, M3a, 5]103 

 

According to Giuliana Bruno, “The figure of the promenade is the main link between 

the architectural ensemble and film…. This path is created by way of peripatetics, 

located in the path of reception, and developed along the observer’s route.”104 The 

experience of architecture crossed over to film is at stake in Playtime, and the concept 

of the promenade makes an especially interesting connection between the modernist 

architecture presented in the film and the flâneur’s experience of the city. As we have 

seen in the previous chapter, the 1960s architecture and urban planning staged in 

Playtime follow along the lines theorized by Le Corbusier and his contemporaries, 

and in his theories, Le Corbusier brings up the concept of the promenade: “The 

architectural spectacle offers itself consecutively to view; you follow an itinerary and 

the views develop with great variety; you play with the flood of light.”105 Playtime is, 

in this sense, also a kind of promenade and “play” with the urban spectacle, and offers 

a series of views that unravels with the characters’ comical experiences in the 

labyrinthine metropolis and confusing interaction with the architecture. The places 

depicted in Playtime are also mostly public or transitory spaces—extensions of the 

streets, which mainly serve the purpose of travel, traffic, business and consumption. 

The places depicted in Playtime thus provide a passage or in-between spaces, where 

the characters temporarily visit and pass through. Even inside the glass-flanked 

apartments, the inhabitants reside in a reality where they are suspended somewhere in 

between the streets and a dwelling. Architecture as a transitory passage or promenade, 
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and in-between or transparent space is what characterizes the default style of the 

1960s and what Tati generally plays with in Playtime. As a theory partially influenced 

by the transparency of early modern designs, Walter Benjamin’s dialectic image of 

the arcades, in French and German literally meaning passages, is also a reflection on 

the promenade or passage of the flâneur, and the spatial ambiguity and surreal 

temporality of this experience. In this chapter, we will then explore the promenade of 

Playtime’s characters and how the experience of Tativille would eventually resemble 

the course of the Benjaminian flâneur and open into the dreamscape of the modern 

arcades. 

 

Profane Illuminations 

Walter Benjamin’s unfinished Passagen-Werk (The Arcades Project) was an effort to 

arouse the dialectical image through a collection of pictorial and photographic images 

and texts of the near forgotten topographies of the Parisian arcades (Fig. 2-1).106 

Benjamin exploited the nineteenth century flâneur to delineate the alienating facets of 

modern society, which he denounced as “a collective state of no longer being 

heimisch or at home” in one’s own surrounding and sought to alleviate this homeless 

condition by turning the streets and arcades into one’s dwelling through the process of 

flânerie. 107  According to Benjamin, the advent of the arcades and later on 

Haussmannization provided Parisians with the natural environment for flânerie:  

 

Before Haussmann, wide pavements were rare; the narrow ones afforded 

little protection from vehicles, flânerie could hardly have assumed the 

importance it did without the arcades. ‘These arcades, a recent invention of 

industrial luxury,’ says an illustrated guide to Paris of 1852, ‘are glass roofed, 

marble-paneled corridors extending through whole blocks of buildings, 

whose owners have joined together for such enterprises. Lining both sides of 

these corridors, which get their light from above, are the most elegant shops, 

so that the passage is a city, a world in miniature.’ It is in this world that the 

flâneur is at home; he provides the arcade—‘the favorite venue of strollers 
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106 Beatrice Hanssen, “Introduction: Physiognomy of a Flâneur: Walter Benjamin’s Peregrinations 
through Paris in Search of a New Imaginary,” in Beatrice Hanssen (ed.), Walter Benjamin and the 
Arcades Project, New York; London 2006, p. 2. 
107 Ibid. 
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and smokers, the haunt of all sorts of little métiers’—with its chronicler and 

philosopher.108 

 

Benjamin’s citation of the 1852 illustrated guide to Paris stressed the importance of 

the arcades for the nineteenth century flâneur, designating it the primary space for 

observing not only the city’s transformation but that of the world’s. Being itself a part 

of the latest modern invention, the arcades tucked under its passageways the novelty 

and progress of modernization, industrialization, capitalization and commerce, 

transforming it into a microcosm of the world.  

 

Benjamin’s view of the nineteenth century arcades, however, holds a paradoxical 

nature. Topped with glass casings, the annexation of the Paris arcades had distorted 

the once external spaces of the streets to assimilate interior properties. Tom Gunning 

suggests that Benjamin’s arcades should be grasped as a “topographical fantasy,” and 

produces the perfect metaphor for understanding the topographical contradiction of 

the arcades by comparing it to the Möbius strip.109 Closed within a singular plane with 

only one boundary, the flâneur walks in a recursive topography that vacillates 

between the interior and exterior, wherein the lack of dichotomy induces Benjamin to 

remark that “Arcades are houses or passages having no outside—like the dream.”110  

 

During the early twentieth century, a new appreciation of space emerged 

simultaneously with the appearance of modern architecture, such as the early open 

designs of Le Corbusier and his contemporaries, and evoked through literature, such 

as Paul Scheerbart’s Glass Architecture (Glasarchitektur, 1914) and the transparent 

glass house central to André Breton’s Surrealist novel Nadja (1928).111 According to 

architect and historian Detlef Mertins, Benjamin was “electrified” when he initially 

peered into Sigfried Giedion’s book Building in France: Building in Iron, Building in 
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Concrete (1928), among the first publications to acknowledge Le Corbusier’s 

reinterpretation of the latest building materials by shaping them into innovative 

dwellings—the light and airy “eternally open house.”112 When Le Corbusier’s latest 

housing estate in Pessac-Bordeau, France (1924-27), was accused of being flimsy and 

insubstantial, Giedion came to its defense in recognizing its properties as being able 

to dissolve solid volume “with cubes of air and rows of windows suddenly passing 

into the sky.”113 Giedion went further on to delineate how air constitutes the modern 

spaces in Le Corbusier’s domestic architecture: 

 

Corbusier’s houses are neither spatial nor plastic: air flows through them! Air 

becomes a constituent factor! Neither space nor plastic form counts, only 

RELATION and INTERPENETRATION! There is only a single, indivisible 

space. The shells fall away between interior and exterior....that 

dematerialization of solid demarcation that distinguishes neither rise nor fall 

and that gradually produces the feeling of walking in clouds.114 

 

With the lightness of air and the transparency of glass as its main constituents, the 

new architecture assumed an “unprecedented spatial liquidity” that genuinely struck 

Benjamin—their existence were physical materializations of the utopian glass 

architecture envisioned in Paul Scheerbart’s science fiction novels.115 The futuristic 

visions of Scheerbart introduced a civilization built from glass architecture that would 

“completely transform humanity.”116 In Rosemarie Haag Bletter’s account,  

 

Scheerbart claims that culture is created by architecture. He believes in a 

direct connection between an individual’s external and internal world. 

Consequently, the formal structure of one’s surroundings can actually effect 

a change in thinking.117  
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His prophecies invoked an advancement from a culture which derived from enclosed 

interiors, and suggested that “if we want our culture to rise to a higher level, we are 

obliged, for better or worse, to change our architecture.”118 And for Scheerbart, the 

answer to breaking free from the incarceration of bourgeois interiors is found in the 

floating transparency of glass architecture.119 

 

Apart from being influenced by the new open spaces of modern architecture and the 

utopian revelations of Paul Scheerbart, Beatrice Hanssen notes that despite 

Benjamin’s ambivalence towards the movement, his perception of the arcades was 

largely influenced by the Surrealists, whose doctrines “enabled a release of a flood of 

images rushing across the threshold between sleep and awakening.”120 Benjamin also 

lauded the Surrealists transformation of the cityscape into a new dwelling through the 

liberation of the dream image by substituting the confined spaces of the bourgeois 

intérieur, and allowing the flâneur to inhabit the city streets. 121  Detlef Mertins 

contends that “seizing on Andre Breton’s ability to transform the profane into 

illumination, Benjamin seeks to generate a materialistic, anthropological kind of 

inspiration.”122 

 

Bearing both modernity and antiquity in mind, Benjamin discerned that the Paris 

arcades had “escaped the rectangular and perspectival reorganization of Paris under 

Haussmann and how they pulled away into gates, porticos, and entries to a Hades-like 

realm, the realm of the dead of the catacombs and cemeteries, the space of 

subterranean collectivities.”123 The paradoxical nature of being part modern invention 

and yet able to escape the destiny of being recruited under new urban features 

provides the arcades with a transitional role. For Benjamin, the porthole or threshold 
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that transports between old and new topographies, the interior and exterior, and the 

conscious and unconscious is epitomized in the Parisian arcades. Under the 

penetrating influence on the psyche and the physical demolishment of closed spaces, 

the spatial ambiguity and optical uncertainty of the arcades are converted into a 

dialectical image of the interior and exterior, and compared to the complexity of 

optical devices such as the phantasmagoria, a notion which Benjamin appropriates 

from Marxist rhetoric used to illustrate the illusory nature of capitalist society.124  

 

Benjamin’s flâneur adopts a paradoxical nature just like the arcades it dwells in and 

physically embodies: 

 

Benjamin’s reconstruction of the flâneur’s historical paths in The Arcades 

Project tends, however, to delineate a victim rather than a hero of times of 

decadence; a marginal figure whose voyeurism betrays alienation from the 

crowd as well as a foreboding of the anxiety Benjamin predicted would come 

to shape future metropolitan citizens.125  

 

Contrary to Baudelaire’s flâneur in “The Painter of Modern Life”, who relishes the 

eternal beauty found in the flux of modernity, Benjamin’s dialectical image of the 

arcades and peripatetic flâneur were exploited as an expression of discontent toward 

the alienation of the rapidly transforming society of his own epoch. 126  When 

Benjamin began his discourse on the arcades, the old iron and glass structures were 

nearing the brink of oblivion.127 By the early twentieth century, it was already half-

forgotten, and fell out of scope in future schemes of urban planning. The outmoded 

arcades posed as half-transparent structures amid the modern city, and conceals the 

remaining residue of past illuminations under its wings. For Benjamin, the arcades 
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were enchanting passageways into a secret underworld, left behind by the present, 

while opening a portal into the past. 

 

The paradox of the arcades is then a question of anachronism. In Baudelaire’s “The 

Painter of Modern Life”, the subject matter is the immediate present. Benjamin’s 

dialectical image of the arcades, however, is employed as an analogy and refers the 

past to the present while the past is still present. The reference of the past to the 

present calls forth an alternative controversy on the issue of time. Benjamin is critical 

towards the alienation brought forth by the rapid transformation of the city, which in 

Benjamin’s recent past points to Haussmannization. In the recent past, however, the 

arcades were still modern inventions in the Paris guidebook of 1852, and were not as 

outmoded as they were when Benjamin found them in the early twentieth century.128 

He writes of the death of the arcades beginning with Haussmannization and the 

appearance of department stores, stating that “the department store is the last 

promenade for the flâneur.”129 In other words, what Benjamin witnessed in his epoch 

was the arcades in its decaying old age, plagued by the chronic disease of time and 

urban transformation, facing death but nevertheless, taking with it memories of a past 

generation. The recent past was only the beginning of the deterioration process for the 

arcades, as if reaching a zenith and then beginning its trip downhill in a slow decline. 

 

What remains unsettled is the interrelation between the arcades and the modern 

architecture that came to be of such influence on Benjamin’s dialectical image. The 

alienating topography which Benjamin alluded to in the Passagen-Werk was the Paris 

under the rectilinear and perspectival reorganization of Haussmann, the urban 

framework of the early twentieth century Paris which he refers to by analogy was the 

one undergoing rapid modernization after World War I, the generalization of 

electricity, automobiles, and commodification. The new open designs of modern 

architecture that had progressively changed perceptions of urban space also played a 

pivotal role in the shaping of the dialectical arcades. The paradox of the dialectical 

image is that the analogy of past and present does not align chronologically, for 

Benjamin makes the most curious alignment between the half-extinct arcades with 
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modern architecture and the futuristic glass architecture evoked in science fiction.130 

This is somewhat similar to the Surrealist notion of interpenetrating realities, because 

for Benjamin the dialectics of the past and future are in some way analogous—there is 

no distinct demarcation between the two. Benjamin dreams of the past as he dreams 

of the future. The result is the dialectical image of the arcades, a recursive topography 

in which the past begins with the present, and the future begins with the past. On the 

one hand, the arcades were seen as modern invention and the epitome of the world, 

while on the other, it was considered a magical fairyland which encapsulates time and 

holds the entrance to past topographies. By inhabiting both the old and new worlds, 

the arcades were themselves the disorienting embodiment of a world in 

transformation. 

 

Despite being highly disparate in appearance, the Parisian arcades and the modernist 

buildings of Mon Oncle and Playtime share similarities in the sense of spatial 

ambiguity and the optical illusions which they prevail. Tati’s caricature of the 

flâneur’s wandering also seems to come closer to Benjamin’s victimized flâneur, 

whose marginalization implies alienation from the modern setting and the crowd. 

Therefore, if to echo Benjamin’s notion of the arcades opening up to the flâneur as a 

landscape, then it must be true in its reversal, that the cityscape will open to the 

flâneur as an arcade. In the following analysis, I attempt to demonstrate that the 

cityscape represented in Playtime is the modern incarnation of the Parisian arcades, 

splitting the city into its dialectical poles and paving the fantastical trajectory of the 

flâneur. The parody of the modern arcades become a stage for Tati’s humorous 

observations, yet behind the gags, the dialectical image of the arcades aligns the 

disorientation, ambiguities and dream-like experiences transpired in Paris from the 

nineteenth century through mid-twentieth century as a result of tumultuous 

transformations in the urban fabric.  

 

Interior and Exterior 

One of the interesting alignments between the early 20th century and the mid-

twentieth century is an overlap and extension of architectural styles. As pointed out 

by David Bellos, the architectural style of Villa Arpel is in fact not a contemporary 
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invention but one that precedes its time. When viewing the modernist villa in Mon 

Oncle and witnessing the drastic contrasts to the old village, one is prone to forget 

that early modernist designs had been invented as early as the beginning of the 20th 

century, for example Le Corbusier’s Maison Jeanneret (Fig. 2-2) that was built in 

1923, one of the classic models that inspired the hybrid design of Villa Arpel.131 As 

previously mentioned, Benjamin had already marveled at these glass and steel houses 

built by Le Corbusier, Adolf Loos, and the Bauhaus when they were first 

conceived.132 His dialectical image of the intérieur can thus be traced in Mon Oncle, 

seeing as the new age French middle-class embarks on a migration to the modernist 

suburban areas, leaving behind the enclosed bourgeois interiors to inhabit the open 

spaces of modern design. The open design of Villa Arpel, however, is derided by Tati 

as an architectural form that causes more inconvenience than convenience, as it 

compels its inhabitants to move their furniture in and out of the house, so that the 

exterior can maintain function as habitable space. Moreover, we discover that the 

“open design” of Villa Arpel is in fact a deceitful one when its accessibility is 

constricted by gates and denied to the streets.133 The set designer Jacques Lagrange 

also admits in an interview that the “Arpel Style” is really a fictional style of different 

elements thrown together to construct a modernist semblance: 

 

I made a collage of illustrations from architecture reviews, with scissors and 

paste. I took bits from here and bits from there—porthole windows, silly 

pergolas, winding garden paths to make the plot seem larger… It’s an 

architectural pot-pourri.134 

 

Embedded in the subject of Villa Arpel discloses the irony of a transformation 

undertaken by the modern architectural movement which removes it from its avant-

garde conception at the beginning of the twentieth century. David Bellos quotes 
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architectural historian Dietrich Neumann’s insight on the matter: “With sharp irony, 

Tati revealed the transformation in the meaning of forms of classical modernism from 

avant-garde statement to petite-bourgeois fashion item.” 135  Instead, the classical 

modernist components which constitute the Villa Arpel are disintegrated to comprise 

an assembled and ‘manufactured’ architectural form. No longer carrying early 

statements of modern architecture, Tati’s “Arpel Style” insinuates that following 

architectural productions are reduced to mechanical duplications or ‘commodity’ 

status—downgraded to a manufactured product of the Machine Age. Neumann’s 

detection of the transformation exemplified by the Arpel House denotes Tati’s wry 

sarcasm of the bourgeois view of architecture as an alluring form that enters the 

phantasmagoric territory of Marxist ideology, as it dazzles consumers into forgetting 

its actual purpose.136 Once again we return to the gag that revolves around the fish 

fountain: the open spaces of the ground floor and garden are adopted as a fashionable 

lifestyle and flaunted before a select company, and the spatial ambiguity of open 

designs espouse a perplexing enclosed nature that confines rather than interconnecting 

to the streets and unifying with nature. It seems that in Tati’s world, the new 

bourgeoisie did not leave their private intérieur after all. 

 

On the contrary, as Michel Chion notes, “the main feature in Tati’s films is that public 

and private realms are inverted.”137 Tati never shows the interior of Monsieur Hulot’s 

archaic building in the archaic village, and his remote attic flat remains barred from 

the spectator’s surveillance. Tati may not have filmed the interiors of Hulot’s building, 

but as the village sequences suggest, the town square is the heart and center of the 

village and where daily life naturally ensues. We see Hulot selecting fresh produce 

from the market square, taking calls from the telephone booth of Chez Margot, the 

village café, the villagers have conversations on the streets carrying fresh baguette, 

market vendors sit outside the café chatting away instead of standing at post, 

housewives pluck chicken feathers at their doorsteps and lively children play on the 

streets. Tati depicts a typical village lifestyle that, rather than taking place indoors, is 
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sprawled out to the streets. In Mon Oncle, the stark contrast between the accessibility 

of the old village and the inhibition of the modern neighborhood is written in 

metaphors: Hulot openly leaves the key above his closed interior as if to issue an 

invitation to the viewer, whereas the open grounds of Villa Arpel is protected by a 

high electric fence.138 This is not only evident in the film’s plot, but also in the actual 

old village where filming took place. In an anecdote on filming Mon Oncle, Tati 

recounts how the general hospitality of Saint-Maur opens up the village as if the 

exterior were an extension of the interior, whereas the inflexible systems of the 

modern neighborhood contrarily restrict outside entry and erect invisible walls: 

  

In the modern neighborhood—the big buildings of Créteil—we couldn’t get 

a hammer, a broom, or a wheelbarrow. There is a Board of Administrators, 

there is a Superintendent of Buildings, there is another man in charge of all 

the rooms; ultimately, there are so many forms you have to fill out just to get 

a wheelbarrow that we gave up. “I have a six-year-old son and four-year-old 

daughter,” a tenant told me, “and within the first week of my stay here, I 

received a report, as they say in the army, because the kids walked on the 

grass.” For the kids, you know, they built small playgrounds in cement with 

some sand here and there. The grass is nice, but if you may not even walk on 

it, what’s the point? 

 

In the small neighborhood of Saint-Maur, by contrast, the three tenants on 

the ground floor who were living in only one room (get this!), built us a 

small makeup area with a partition around it—inside their own room! They 

even gave us the key. On the same street, there is a lady who buys groceries 

for her neighbors. I felt that these people knew one another and helped each 

other out. We could get everything we wanted on the market square of Saint-

Maur and on that particular street. It was really incredible!139 
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In the same interview, Tati comments on the contradictory outcome of the false open 

spaces of the Arpel Style: “…now their windows are larger, which means that they 

can get additional sun, but in the past, they lived on the street more and got all the sun 

they wanted there.”140 Tati’s stories entail an odd inversion of space: the modern style 

devised to break down physical barriers between interior and exterior, becomes an 

illusion much like the substance it prides itself on being built from—a curtain of glass 

that one must nevertheless walk around or perforate in order to enter. 

 

Despite living in the deepest quarters of the city and inside an attic that is refrained 

from the world, Hulot has access to assorted topographies that comprise the urban 

fabric. Hulot not only dwells in the city’s past, but also gains passage into the future 

through the Arpel House. The passageway that connects the old village to the 

modernist neighborhood is opened up to him like an arcade—a threshold between the 

modern and the archaic, and “the haven of magical objects, remnants from the past, 

former abodes of fairies, and an enchanted world that, paradoxically had grown 

dimmer as gaslight was replaced with electricity.”141 In this sense, Monsieur Hulot 

can be seen as the mobile embodiment of Benjamin’s dialectical image. Despite 

inhabiting both topographies, Hulot is in the constant battle of trying to adapt to the 

new regime rising in post-war France.142 His successful relatives plan for his adaption 

by pulling connections and inserting him into Plastac, the company where Monsieur 

Arpel works as a supervisor. But Hulot eventually fails to adapt to the mechanisms of 

the modern factory when he wreaks havoc in the plastic developing department, 

producing plastic sausages instead of plastic tubes—“that quintessential fifties 

product”143— and is sent away by the Arpels. In Mon Oncle, Monsieur Hulot is the 

representative of a class that is too slow to adapt in an ever progressive society, or 

relatively, as Tati states that the tide of modernization “came so fast that lots of 
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people have been left behind.”144 Analogous to the objects of nostalgia sheltered and 

forgotten in the nineteenth century arcades which Benjamin considers as having 

escaped compliance under Haussmann’s scheme,145 Hulot and his quaint Parisian 

village seemingly escape the geometrical conformity of modernism.  

 

The growing force of modernization shown in Mon Oncle can be seen as a dialectic 

between the interior and exterior of national identity manifested through architectural 

style, when the exterior, the expansive and homogenous International style, presses 

into the interior. What subsequently happens in Playtime is majorly the consequence 

of the invasive exterior—“As Benjamin says, ‘The space disguises itself’ (AP, 12, 6). 

Ultimately the interior cannot withstand the exterior; it can only transform the nature 

of its looming vision optically.”146 

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Le Corbusier and his contemporaries’ 

modernist outlook were so ahead of their time that in decades to come they remain 

fresh and futuristic, exerting enduring influences till this day. The term “International 

Style” was coined by Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson for the 1932 

exhibition “The International Style: Architecture since 1922” at the MOMA.147 Albeit 

a product of the 1920s and 1930s, the style became a widespread sensation and the 

default architectural design of 1960s France.148 As an extension of architecture from 

the early twentieth century, it is then no surprise that the International Style 

represented in Playtime extends and even increases the disorientation of urban 

transformation as the style multiplies itself in the establishment of modernist high-rise 

buildings. The homogeneity of the International Style duplicates, and is mocked by 

Tati in one scene, where Barbara observes various advertisements of international 
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travel displaying an identical modernist building in the background (Fig. 2-3), 

alluding to the uniformity that has become of the world’s metropolises. 149 

Architecture no longer suffices as attributes of the urban landscape, instead people 

engaged in cultural activities specific to the locality are presented in the foreground to 

identify the travel destination. In a sense, what Tati satires in this sequence is that the 

invasive International Style, as the name suggests, connects the world’s architecture 

into a homogenous global passage, where spatial borders between nations are 

dispelled through the instantaneity of air travel and identical architectural 

representation—the International style itself becomes a conceptual arcade which 

epitomizes a homogenous world of modern architecture and propositions “that 

faraway places are within reach”.150  

 

Windows and Mirrors 

Jonathan Rosenbaum determines that the Paris of Playtime is a city of “imprisoning 

patterns, reflections and deceptions.”151 Jacques Tati plays with a similar complexity 

of optics as presented in Benjamin’s arcades and stages an architectural fantasy 

afforded by the ambiguous spaces of modernist buildings throughout the film. As in 

Benjamin’s discourse of the arcades, a dwelling in between the streets and the 

intérieur, the transparency and illusory characteristics of glass holds the seminal key 

to the transformational optics of disorienting, interweaving spaces, which spellbinds 

the flâneur’s gaze. In following the course of the flâneur, the multiple mirrors of the 

urban maze open up a phantasmagoria, a massive architectural funhouse, which 

illuminates the deceptive, illusory, distorted and disorienting idiosyncrasies of the 

modernist city, while concurrently provoking an awakening from the phantasmagoria.  

 

In Playtime’s era, the glass panels that were once used to dome the rooftops of the 

Paris arcades were now being engineered to cover entire architectural surfaces. The 

closed bourgeois interiors glimpsed through the window mirror no longer exist in this 

modern landscape. In the fantasy realm of Playtime, all interiors open to the exterior 

when windows and mirrors are all that is left of its walls. Boundaries begin to blur as 
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barriers between the interior and the exterior exist and dissolve at the same time. 

Surrounded by glass surfaces of the modernist world, Tati plays with glass in various 

ways throughout the film. As a clear substance that also reflects, mirrors, partitions 

and collapses space, glass becomes an optical device that gives into the formation of 

illusion.152  

 

Kevin W. Sweeney suggests that Tati’s innovative repetition gags and Monsieur 

Hulot’s valorized eccentricity challenge Henri Bergson’s theory of laughter and why 

we find something funny.153 As a play on the experience of the passage, the humor in 

Playtime is often developed from the character’s odd interaction with the anonymous 

spaces, their exaggerated mannerisms in the modern city or the play with the seen and 

unseen. Through the illusion and deception of Playtime’s Paris, the characters in the 

film exhibit hilarious and machine-like behavior due to a lack of awareness to one’s 

surrounding, which partially fulfills Bergson’s idea of laughter. However, unlike 

Bergson’s social corrective theory, in which laughter takes on the role of social 

criticism towards the eccentric or marginalized, the criticism in Playtime is directed 

towards the modern society. 154  Tati demonstrates the thin line between being 

disoriented and being oblivious. Although, the anxiety which the flâneur experiences 

in the metropolis is not exactly staged in Playtime, the repetition gags in which 

Monsieur Hulot is constantly found in a state of confusion or mild disturbance poke 

fun at the overall alienating theme of the modern city. In this sense, Tati stages 

several scenarios which parody the experience of the flâneur in Playtime, for example, 

as we have mentioned earlier, Barbara who wanders off in search of the Parisian 

essence but is in fact pursuing the tourist’s Paris, and Hulot who follows Monsieur 

Giffard but ends up getting lost encountering the ambiguities of the city. This may 

also be the case in the following analysis of the disorienting features of glass 

architecture, that despite provoking humor through the deceptive illusions of glass, 

they evoke the spatial ambiguity of the arcades and disclose Tati’s satirical attitude 

towards these new urban phenomena. 
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At the very beginning of Playtime, we encounter one such misleading scene of two 

nuns walking along a passage in a glass encased terminal, setting the overall tone of 

optic deception in the modernist world (Fig. 2-4). In this frame, Tati films the row of 

glass walls flanking the architecture in a wide shot. Rather than depicting the glass as 

a surface of pristine transparency, the camera captures the glass at an oblique angle, 

making it difficult to delineate whether we are gazing from the inside or outside of the 

glass, and whether we are looking through the glass at the nuns or at their reflection 

mirrored by the glass.155 The shot portrays an extension of the incomplete foreground 

into the obscured glass image as if a mirror reflection into a depth of space. Coupled 

with the equivocal knowledge provided by the subsequent match cut, which leaves the 

wall of glass out of the frame and makes a smooth transition into the interior as the 

nuns walk in the same direction as in the previous shot, all disorienting aspects of 

reality are glazed over. Left un-interpreted, the glass becomes a cinematic optic 

device which transforms and obfuscates the spectator’s perception of reality, 

altogether producing a disquieting image of the modern setting.  

 

One of the film’s most notorious deception of glass takes place in the commercial 

office scene when Hulot catches sight of Monsieur Giffard’s reflection on the glass 

windows of an adjacent building (Fig. 2-5). Hulot mistakes it for Giffard having 

already left the office building, when in fact, Giffard is standing right next to him 

hidden by an office cubicle. The notoriously deceptive illusion sets Hulot’s wandering 

through the city in motion (like the cinema screen!). Instead of pursuing the real 

Giffard, Hulot goes after the reflection imprinted on the contiguous building. As the 

illusory image leaves its own building to visit another, a mise-en-abyme is created. 

Ironically, Hulot’s chase and intention to get closer to Giffard leads them further apart. 

It is just as Lee Hilliker states, that in Playtime “people seem to be in the same place 

and space as others when they are not, and in different places when they are in reality 

in the same space.”156 Ultimately, in each sequence associated to glass structures, 

something optically misleading and delusional occurs. Barriers still exist within the 

open and light-filled spaces of glass architecture, suggesting that the promise of a 
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glass utopia is but only illusion.157 Despite provoking humor from the confusion 

caused by deceptive reflections, we cannot deny that the mise-en-abyme of Playtime’s 

cityscape plays a practical joke on the film’s characters, and suggests a topographical 

ambiguity that is analogous to the dialectical image of the arcades.  

 

The multiplication of space enabled through the mise-en-abyme had fascinated 

Benjamin in his conception of an aesthetics of evil, which focused on “the near-

satanic reflections of mirrors in which the flâneur’s gaze got caught.” 158  Tom 

Gunning provides an example of malevolent aesthetics based on Benjamin’s concept 

in Gaston Leroux’s novel The Phantom of the Opera (1910), inspired by the historical 

Paris opera house designed by Charles Garnier in the nineteenth century.159 Rumored 

to have been built on a subterranean lake, the Paris opera house (Fig. 2-6) is depicted 

as a great architectural fantasy, “adapting the gothic castle with its crypts and secret 

passageways to a modern structure in an urban location,” 160  and resembling the 

dialectical arcades in its own right by connecting passages that descend into different 

compartments of time. The Paris opera house, itself a harbor of illusions, was 

considered by Benjamin to be a distorting mirror which reflected the city: “the stage 

on which imperial Paris could gaze at itself with satisfaction.” [AP, L2a,5]161 And 

situated at the center of the phantom Erik’s subterranean domain is his hexagonal 

torture chamber consisting of “mirrors in which illusions are conjured and multiplied 

to infinity,” driving his victims insane by the endless abyss of illusory reflections.162 

According to Gunning, Leroux’s inspiration for the nightmarish optic of getting lost 

in the mise-en-abyme originated from the Salle des Illusions, one of the main 

commercial attractions of the 1900 World’s Exposition in Paris.163 The installation 
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was later transferred to Musee Grévin, the Paris wax museum, and reinstated as the 

Cabinet des Mirages (Fig. 2-7), which Benjamin recognizes as the greatest work of 

“mirror magic.”164 He mentions the architectural fantasy of the mise-en-abyme and its 

malicious workings in the Passagen-Werk,  

 

Let two mirrors reflect each other; then Satan plays his favorite trick and 

opens here in his way (as his partner does in lovers’ gazes) the perspective on 

infinity. Be it now divine, now satanic: Paris has a passion for mirror-like 

perspectives.165 

 

For Benjamin, the cityscape of Paris has a propensity to open up the satanic abyss of 

illusions, where one tends to get lost in the infinite succession of nothingness. He 

considers the mirror device altogether divine and malicious, eliciting the danger of 

disorientation. When the deviant aesthetics is applied in Playtime, the Cabinet des 

Mirages has been unleashed to a topographical scale, and its mischievous illusions 

embedded in the cityscape. The glass labyrinth of modernist buildings, now having 

transformed into mirrors that reflect each other, begins to play cruel tricks on its 

inhabitants. The tricks are as Hilliker states, “Tati develops situations between 

characters which play on the distortion and confusion instituted by principles of 

modernist design….”166 More mischievous and comically portrayed in the film, the 

duplicating illusion and confusion produced by the mise-en-abyme are nevertheless 

capable of driving its characters (or audience) mad. Differing from the Cabinet des 

Mirages, wherein the flâneur’s gaze enters the vacuum and gets trapped, the large-

scale illusions of the city lead him into an endless state of wandering, pursuing the 

nothingness that his gaze is locked on. The flâneur walks into the abyss that has 

become of the cityscape, and in so doing, he delineates the underlying groundwork of 

the modern city—that of glass and illusions.  

 

In the Paris of Playtime, the greatest mirror magic is magnified to accommodate the 

cityscape, allowing the city, in turn, to become magical—like the topographic fantasy 
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of the arcades. And in this fairy-tale world of mirrors, Benjamin discovers the 

ambiguity of the arcades: 

 

…their abundance of mirrors, which fabulously amplifies the spaces and 

makes orientation more difficult. For although this mirror world may have 

many aspects, indeed infinitely many, it remains ambiguous, double edged. It 

blinks: it is always this one—and never nothing—out of which another 

immediately arises. The space that transforms itself does so in the bosom of 

nothingness.167 

 

Embodying phantasmagoric aspects, the arcades hold multiple perspectives from 

which to enter, and this makes it ambiguous, knowing that not one reflection is its real 

substance. Benjamin’s description of the ambiguity found in the arcades can also be 

reflected in the multiple windows and mirrors of Playtime. As both substance and 

illusion, the glass and steel units of modernist buildings, as well as succession of glass 

reflections expand space and make orientation difficult in the modern world. It is 

important to note that the mise-en-abyme in Playtime is not only being reflected, it is 

essentially being constructed. Whereas the Cabinet des Mirages is a room where one 

is guaranteed to rouse from the nightmare of falling into the abyss,168 the modernist 

landscape becomes a labyrinth of infinite optics that one tries to avoid in vain. With 

manifold viewpoints conceived through glass and mirrors, and the identical 

multiplication of these structures, the city becomes a void caught in ambiguity. 

 

In Playtime, the ambiguity rising from the near identical modernist buildings and 

masses produces a feeling of disorientation. As mentioned earlier, though anxiety is 

not explicitly implied in Tati’s gags, there is very thin line between the staging of 

disorientation and anxiety. At times, I consider the repetition gags in Playtime to 

come very close to a staging of the uncanny in film, but Tati’s intentions are always 

directed towards producing a joke instead. For instance, if the light-hearted 

background music is substituted with sharp and chilling violin chords in the 
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sequences where Hulot’s doubles appear or when people are seen walking 

mechanically in identical fashion, there seems to be room for potential anxiety. The 

uncanny is interpreted by Sigmund Freud as a sensation which oscillates between 

heimlich and unheimlich, the homely and the un-homely, and often evoked in the 

double.169 It is exemplified as a promenade that repetitively returns to the beginning, 

or an identical maze where one seems to be forever confined. Caught in between the 

interior and exterior like the Möbius strip, the arcades similarly present a recursive 

topography. Tati parodies the disquieting potentials of modern architecture, as they 

form from multiple duplications of the identical unit and their transparency resemble 

the spatial ambiguity of the arcades. Playtime satirically plays with the idea that 

wherever one passes through in the modern city, whether in the interior or exterior, 

they all seem to be alike, and thus suggests a latent possibility of anxiety in the 

traverse of the flâneur. 

 

As shown in the low-angle shot of a skyscraper (Fig. 2-8) succeeding the opening 

aerial shot in Playtime, the ambitious construction of glass and steel high-rises results 

in a mirror so vast that it can reflect clouds passing through the sky. Through its 

metamorphosis into a massive mirror and subsequently mirroring the infinite space of 

the heavens, the substance becomes transparent and eventually dissolves to 

nothingness. Multiplication and nothingness, the constituents of the mise-en-abyme, 

continue to play mischievous tricks on the unconscious, ultimately laying the 

foundation for potential anxiety. This first shot of the high-rise serves almost as if the 

film’s manifestation of the multiplication of nothingness, while the subsequent scene 

of nuns walking along the corridor establishes the overall tone of ambiguity ringing 

throughout the modernist landscape. As mentioned formerly, the shot provokes a state 

of hesitation, of whether we are witnessing two nuns through the glass or a mirror 

image—it even shows doubles walking in synchronized footsteps and wearing 

cornettes that flap simultaneously. This proves a stressful state, arousing the 

ambiguity which Benjamin relates to in the mise-en-abyme, as the spectator is never 

able to ascertain the reality behind the illusion. 
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The most prominent example of the disorientation evoked in Tativille can be found in 

the commercial building sequence, when Hulot accidentally enters an elevator and 

arrives at an unsettling panoramic view of the identical office cubicles (Fig. 2-9), 

which comes across as the quintessence of the organized and identical high-rises of 

the modern landscape. In this scene, the modern city is epitomized in the office 

interior as a room, and becomes another embodiment of the dreamlike arcades for the 

modern-day flâneur: 

 

Landscape—that, in fact, is what Paris becomes for the flâneur. Or, more 

precisely: the city splits for him into its dialectical poles. It opens up to him 

as a landscape, even as it closes around him as a room. [AP, M1,4]170 

 

The debilitating state of landscape fit into an interior, and the gaze over an abyss-like 

multiplication of identical office cubes sets an ideal condition for vertigo. When Hulot 

descends the upper floors and reenters the identical maze, he falls into another state of 

confusion upon discovery that he cannot seem to exit. The repetition gag of Hulot 

repeatedly confronting the smiling operator anchored at the operating desk in the 

center of the maze is perhaps the closest to a staging of the uncanny in the entire film. 

Each time Hulot switches track, the operator’s chair swivels to the same path so that 

she is always seen facing him from her desk, giving the illusion that each direction 

Hulot turns eventually returns to the same place, or perhaps for Hulot himself, to 

appear not to be moving at all.  

 

Another side to the ambiguity invoked in glass continues the dialectic of the interior 

and exterior, and how it brings the external world into the interior as images, or vice 

versa, thereby dissolving the demarcation of spaces: 

 

The way mirrors bring the open expanse, the streets, into the café—this too, 

belongs to the interweaving of spaces, to the spectacle by which the flâneur 

is ineluctably drawn…[W]here doors and walls are made of mirrors, there is 
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no telling outside from in, with all the equivocal illumination. Paris is the 

city of mirrors. [AP, R1,1; R1,3]171 

 

The interior and exterior dialectic of the arcades resonates with Theodor Adorno’s 

concept of the “window mirror,” which allows the exterior to enter the interior as a 

semblance of things.172 In Playtime, the “window mirror” is flanked to cover the 

entire façade, ultimately collapsing space and dissolving the demarcation between the 

interior and the exterior. Tati toys with this notion constantly throughout the film. As 

an example, at the beginning of the commercial building scene, we see a medium shot 

of the doorman facing the zebra crossing on the street lighting a cigarette; a worker 

approaches him and holds up his cigarette to ask for a light (Fig. 2-10). The two 

characters seem to be in a typical scenario that we find everyday on the streets, but the 

transparency of glass and the cinematic frame deceive both the characters and the 

spectator when the camera retracts from the medium shot into a full shot, revealing 

the comic situation that the doorman is actually inside the building and motions for 

the worker to come inside through the doorway. In this sequence, Tati illustrates 

through deception of the glass and frame how the exterior presses into the interior, 

giving the impression that inhabitants of modern architecture live directly on the 

streets, or that pedestrians are able to interact with the interior on a street level. Tati 

stages a modernist world of transparent partitions in which there is no telling of where 

the exterior ends and the interior begins.  

 

Another example of street level dwelling is implied in the apartment building scene 

(Fig. 2-11), when the interiors of four apartment flats are shown from the sidewalk, 

giving the impression of television sets or surveillance screens piled on top of each 

other.173 The sequence is an example of private interiority presented explicitly to the 

streets, allowing the flâneur to enjoy the pleasures of voyeurism out in the open. Both 
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171 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, pp. 537-38. Quoted in Tom Gunning, “The Exterior as the 
Intérieur: Benjamin’s Optical Detective,” in boundary 2, Vol. 30, No. 1, Spring 2003, pp. 105-130, pp. 
115-6. 
172 Theodor Adorno, “The Constitution of Inwardness,” p. 42. Quoted in Tom Gunning, “The Exterior 
as the Intérieur: Benjamin’s Optical Detective,” in boundary 2, Vol. 30, No. 1, Spring 2003, pp. 105-
130, p. 107. 
173 “Tati predicts the phenomenon of Closed Circuit Television (CCTV)…synonymous with camera-
surveillance systems.” Brian Gibson, “Seeing-eye gods: CCTV and surveillance in Tati’s and 
Kubrick’s 1960s Space Odysseys,” in CineAction, Issue 90, 2013, pp. 46-47. 

 



!

!57!

sequences, however, also deliver “the ambivalent quality of glass, at once present and 

invisible, destroying privacy but cutting people off from each other.”174 The irony of 

the apartment scene plays out when Monsieur Hulot is invited inside one of the units, 

without the knowledge that Monsieur Giffard is sitting directly opposite to him in the 

adjacent flat. The city of transparent glass is portrayed as a city of miscommunication, 

of barriers and partitions, and yet, to the surveillance of the street-dwelling flâneur, it 

is from the street-level an interweaving of spaces by the deceitful optics of semblance.  

 

In contrast to Adorno’s views of the “window mirror” of bourgeois interiors as an 

optical device that allows the exterior to enter the interior as merely semblance, 

Benjamin “dialectically develops this tradition by understanding optical devices 

(including the cinema) as not simply deceiving or creating illusion but as articulating 

the dialectic of interior/exterior, the relation between the private dreaming self and the 

public space of production and history.” 175  Entrenched in the mesmerizing 

phantasmagoria of the Parisian arcades is an inherent dialectic that consequently 

delineates the relation between interior and exterior, and the unconscious and 

conscious reality. I am convinced that Jacques Tati’s intention behind the fictional 

city of Playtime shares an affinity to the dialectical fairyland of the arcades. The 

film’s illusory, deceptive and ambiguous cityscape built of multiple windows and 

mirrors ultimately opens up a phantasmagoria—a modern take on the Parisian arcades. 

Parodying the ambiguities of the modern optics embedded in the architecture, the 

fantasy land of Tativille ensnares the flâneur’s gaze and sets his roaming in motion. 

And his findings, the quintessence of experiencing the modern city, results in a 

potential anxiety permeating the cityscape, which reveals, by semblance of the 

metaphorical city,176 as a description of the rising urban situation in 1960s France.  
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174 Ibid., p. 45. 
175 Tom Gunning, “The Exterior as the Intérieur: Benjamin’s Optical Detective,” in boundary 2, Vol. 
30, No. 1, Spring 2003, pp. 105-130, p. 112. 
176 “The childhood experience that determines spatial practices later develops its effects, proliferates, 
floods private and public spaces, undoes their readable surfaces, and creates within the planned city a 
‘metaphorical’ or mobile city, like the one Kandinsky dreamed of: ‘a great city built according to all 
the rules of architecture and then suddenly shaken by a force that defies all calculation.’” Michel de 
Certeau, “Walking in the City”, The Practice of Everyday Life, Steven Rendall trans., Berkeley 1984, p. 
110 
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Subterranean Paris 

Apart from imparting the ambiguity of modern optics and rendering an illusory 

landscape of mirror reflections, the artistic device of the mise-en-abyme is also 

implied in Playtime as the film is a literal “play” on time or a sculpture of time. It 

constitutes a passage of temporality, both in medium and content, and resembles the 

Parisian arcades as it conceals a world of subterranean activity and interpenetrating 

passages of time. It summons a nostalgia for past topographies through an identical 

dialectic of the interior and exterior. Similarly to what Lee Hilliker states, that “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.”177 Under 

the keen observation of the flâneur, the modern arcades produces its own mirrors to 

reflect the overwhelming disappearance of a former topography, presenting a 

dialectical image to question on the problems which the modern city faces. 

 

As formerly mentioned, the city is the capacity which accommodates the familiar and 

the unfamiliar within a spatial dimension. The flâneur roams this in-between space, 

absorbing its discrepancies, chasing after the ephemeral in search of meaning within 

the fleeting modern world. In the case of the Surrealist flâneur, the substance which 

gives form to incoherent realties derive from metamorphosis and the overlapping of 

the old and new urban topographies. In Mon Oncle, the coexistence of the historical 

and modern style is evident. Playtime, however, has discarded of all its former urban 

topography, resulting in an alienated and disorienting urban reality. Hilliker and 

McCann both comment on the puzzlement of the American tourists upon their arrival 

in Tati’s pseudo-Paris and their discovery of a monotonous modernist surrounding 

devoid of the pre-anticipated Parisian essence, subsequently leading to one of the 

tourists to question “Are you sure this is Paris, France?”178 Remarks that question 

upon the old Parisian elements of the city pervade the film, delineating the underlying 

quest and problem which confront Playtime’s flâneurs—that of uncovering the 
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177 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 319. 
178 “As the American tourists who arrived at the airport in the first sequence get in their tour bus, the 
notion of confused identity is deepened. Whispers and snatches of conversation, frequently in English, 
are overheard when one of the group, perplexed by the monotony of the rectangles and cubes, asks, 
‘Are you sure this is Paris, France?’” Lee Hilliker in “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the 
Parisian Landscape,” The French Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), p. 322. 
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identity of the modern city. 179  Very quickly, the American tourists, figures that 

represent the badaud’s inclination to looking without seeing, forget about the signs of 

historical Paris, and are captivated by the stunning high-rises and phantasmagoric 

consumerist commodities on display. 

 

Instead of going with the flow, the female protagonist Barbara is singled out from the 

rest of the American tourists as she traces the city of its originality, stopping at every 

glimpse of the Parisian monuments reflected on the glass buildings. Ironically, the old 

Parisian landscape which she seeks is the Paris of tourism, and harbors the historical 

attributes that tourists generally seek when sightseeing the city. And yet, in an urban 

topography comprised distinctly of homogenous architecture, the reflections of the 

Eiffel Tower, Arc de Triomphe and Sacré-Cœur are what set the city apart from the 

rest of the world’s metropolises. Nevertheless, the glass reflections remain intangible 

throughout the film and as the monuments fail to materialize as part of the film’s 

reality, Playtime’s characters seem trapped in the unidentifiable state of the modernist 

urban maze.  

 

Repressed beneath the gleaming surfaces of windows and mirrors, and the rectilinear 

geometry of modernist spaces, the film’s old world, signifiers of the fragments left of 

old Paris, manifests in the illusory, the peripheral and the concealed—marginal, rather 

than as principal monuments or illustrative architectural styles. This echoes the 

marginal idiosyncrasy of the arcades and the flâneur who stands on the threshold, and 

arouses the nostalgic tendency of the Benjaminian flâneur to go searching among 

half-forgotten topographies for residues of a lost world. The illusory old world of 

Playtime is evident through the glass reflections of the historical monuments, for 

example, the mirage of the Eiffel Tower appears as an apparition floating above a sea 

of cars,180 whereas, the peripheral is exemplified in the remains of traditional urban 
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179 “The spectator cannot help pitying the group of American tourists who desperately try to catch sight 
of the real Paris but always end up in the most nondescript places. What should have been a unique 
experience has turned into a non-event.” Laurent Marie, “Play Time as New Babylon,” in Mark Shiel 
and Tony Fitzmaurice (eds.), Cinema and the City, Oxford, UK; Malden, Mass. 2001, pp. 257-269, p. 
260. 
180 The apparition-like reflections of the Parisian monuments on the glass in Playtime even share an 
affinity with Benjamin’s description of the phantasmagoric mirage: “The Arc de Triomphe, the Sacré 
Coeur; and even the Pantheon appear, from a distance, like images hovering above the ground and 
opening, architecturally, a fata morgana.” See Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Howard Eiland 
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lifestyles, such as the traditional flower stand at the corner of the sidewalk (Fig. 2-12), 

in which sequence Barbara remarks at the sight of the old world’s residue, “This is 

really Paris!” 181  The statement negates the International Style and modernist 

architecture as indicators of the locale’s identity. Whereas, the hidden old world is 

revealed later on in the Royal Garden scene as the restaurant customers rise and dance 

late into the night, gradually recovering the hidden spirit of the city.182  

 

Taking up a large portion of the film’s running time, the Royal Garden sequence, in 

particular, demonstrates the enticing pull of both the modern metropolis and the old 

world’s spirit despite an evening’s display of utter chaos. It begins with the opening 

night of the Royal Garden, a chic new restaurant located at the heart of the city’s 

modernist sector. The final touches of the restaurant’s furnishing are just being made 

by “the architect” as the customers begin to file in, restoring order to the venue at a 

surface level. The diners like the restaurant itself are neatly polished with a hint of 

modernist aestheticism, clad in black and white attire that befits the monochromatic 

style of Playtime. As the band plays and the customers rise from their seats to sweep 

the dance floor, the interior, however, gradually disintegrates and everything begins to 

fall apart. All sorts of chaotic scenarios arise to the drum’s beat, and everything that 

could possibly happen during a modern restaurant’s opening night is meticulously and 

comically portrayed by Tati, from the decoration, the furniture, to the food and the 

waiters, the customers and even uninvited strangers. A contrast between the inside 

and outside, or the visible and invisible, takes up a large chapter in this sequence, and 

the architect runs about frantically with failed attempts to cover up flaws or repair the 

continuous damage done to the décor. Fueled by an evening of alcohol and dance, the 

cold veneer of modernism ultimately collapses and the hidden spirit of the old Paris 

gradually springs to life.  

 

The Royal Garden sequence functions as an important turning point in the film.183 
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and Kevin McLaughlin trans., Cambridge 2002, R1,6, p. 538. 
181 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 322. 
182 Ben McCann, “‘Du verre, rien que du verre’: Negotiating Utopia in Playtime,” in John West-Sooby 
(ed.), Nowhere is Perfect: French and Francophone Utopias/Dystopias, Newark 2008, p. 199. 
183 Laurent Marie, “Play Time as New Babylon,” in Mark Shiel and Tony Fitzmaurice (eds.), Cinema 
and the City, Oxford, UK; Malden, Mass. 2001, pp. 257-269, p. 263. 

 



!

!61!

Before the sequence, people and objects moved accordingly, however absurd they 

may seem, to the geometrical lines and angles of modernist architecture. Yet, 

beginning with the restaurant sequence, this conformity flops along with the collapse 

of the interior, the shattering of the glass door, and the inebriated party of customers. 

Tati mentions this change midway through the film in an interview with Rosenbaum:  

 

At the beginning, the people’s movements always follow the architecture, 

they never make a curve (with his hands, Tati traces an elaborate series of 

straight lines and right angles), they go from one line to another. The more 

the picture continues, the more the people dance, and start to make curves, 

and turn around, and start to be absolutely round—because we have decided 

that we’re still there.184 

 

Curves begin to appear in Tativille with the warped neon arrow sign of the Royal 

Garden, ostensibly to signal a return or turning point. The height of transformation 

occurs when Hulot leaps to pick an artificial flower from a ceiling décor, eventually 

tearing down the entire structure. After the ceiling collapses and the decorative wall is 

knocked away to reveal the underlying solid brick walls, that corner of the restaurant 

takes on a metamorphosis to resembling a lively bistro from an era before modernism 

(Fig. 2-13), complete with stacks of wooden crates, fresh produce, disheveled tables 

and flickering dim lights, transporting the restaurant throng back in time. Segregation 

between the classes and uniformity breaks down: workers dressed in overalls and 

wearing flat hats instead of uniform, were formerly not permitted to enter the dining 

area, now intermingled with the monochrome diners, restoring an eclecticism that was 

lacking in the first half of the film.185 More original types such as the stereotypical 

artist appears and pulls out his sketch book to draw a dancing woman while a guitarist 

serenades.  

 

Tati also delineates this transformation music-wise to set the nostalgic ambience and 

reoccurrence of the past. At this point, the Latin and Jazz musicians have left the stage, 
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184 Jonathan Rosenbaum & Jacques Tati, “Tati’s Democracy: An Interview and Introduction,” in Film 
Comment, Vol. 9, No. 3 (May-June 1973), p. 39. 
185 Lee Hilliker, “In the Modernist Mirror: Jacques Tati and the Parisian Landscape,” in The French 
Review, Vol. 76, No. 2 (Dec., 2002), pp. 318-329, p. 325. 
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and Barbara volunteers to play the piano. An elderly lady who claims to have once 

been a famous singer walks up to her and asks her if she knows a familiar old French 

ballad. Towards the end of the Royal Garden sequence, the inebriated diners sing Nini 

Peau de chien in unison, a chanson composed by Aristide Bruant (Fig. 2-14), the 

famous Bohemian singer-songwriter and satirist featured in Toulouse-Lautrec’s 

posters during the “Belle Epoch”.186  The infamous hour-long restaurant sequence 

illustrates a shift taking place in the film, just as Darragh O’Donoghue contends, that 

“new gives way to old through the destruction of environment and the increased 

loosening of social etiquette.”187  Through metamorphosis of the mise-en-scène, a 

subterranean world repressed by the glossy and cool veneer of modernism is 

ultimately revealed in the Royal Garden, transforming the restaurant into a cabaret. 

This temporal and spatial transformation, and the interweaving of old and modern 

Paris in Playtime chimes with the Parisian arcades and the fantastical trajectory of its 

wanderer. The shift taking place in the Royal Garden strikes a chord with what 

Benjamin observes in the Passagen-Werk: “We know that, in the course of flânerie, 

far-off times and places interpenetrate the landscape and the present moment.” [AP, 

M2,4]188  

 

The Constellation of Awakening 

In acknowledging an interpenetration of space and time in the Royal Garden sequence, 

it is perhaps not by chance that the old Paris is illuminated when the restaurant diners 

are increasingly fueled by alcohol (or perhaps some other substances). According to 

Beatrice Hanssen, at the conception of the Passagen-Werk, Benjamin perceived 

flânerie as an activity honed in on “the state of dreaming, a heightened visionary or 

poetic consciousness of images, whose flux into reality the surrealists had made 

possible.”189 Influenced by the Surrealists, Benjamin evoked an inebriated state of 

wandering that “followed the same flux and rush of intoxication that marked the 

hashish-eater, who absorbed space, experienced a ‘colportage-like’ spatial state—
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186 Laurent Marie, “Play Time as New Babylon,” in Mark Shiel and Tony Fitzmaurice (eds.), Cinema 
and the City, Oxford, UK; Malden, Mass. 2001, pp. 257-269, p. 266. 
187 Darragh O’Donoghue, “Monsieur Hulot’s History: Jacques Tati Pictures Modern France,” in 
Cineaste, Spring 2015, p. 17. 
188 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin trans., Cambridge 
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spatialized time—that is, a heightened sensitivity that allowed for the simultaneous 

sensation and evocation of multiple layers of space.” 190  Of course, the state of 

intoxication varies according to different substances. Imbibing alcohol may produce 

mild dizzying effects and blurred vision, whereas those intoxicated by hashish may 

experience differently, such as develop heightened sensitivity or perceive infinite 

multiplication of spaces. Overall, the state of intoxication distorts our perception and 

sensitivities of space through the recesses of the mind, multiplying space as in the 

mystifying mise-en-abyme and the spatial ambiguity of the arcades, providing 

multiple perspectives in which to enter the labyrinthine cityscape.191 

 

Apart from the evocation of a distant past as a collectivity, Tati coincidentally 

illustrates inebriated diners in the individual processes of opening up new spaces in 

the existing topography. For example, the drunk man who recurrently steps outside of 

the restaurant only to repeat the trajectory of the winding neon arrow sign back inside, 

constitutes a recursive Möbius strip similar to the dialectical image of the arcades, in 

which all attempts to leave the restaurant leads him straight back to the interior. In the 

state of drunken euphoria, the Royal Garden returns to an Eden-like primitive state 

where all inhibitions are set loose, and encircles the merry dancing people as if a 

space entire to itself, cut off from the modernist world.192 In another example, an 

inebriated man approaches Monsieur Hulot with a map in hand. The map of modern 

Paris is outlined after the rational and geometrical topography of the modern city—

the city in which he is apparently lost. When he asks Hulot for directions, his 

inebriation leads him virtually off the map as he begins to trace the marble patterns on 

the pillar, subsequently leading him to roam a subterranean topography written in the 

stone. 

 

Inconsistently, the antithetical roles of the flâneur and the badaud have both been 

recognized as being spectators in a state of intoxication, however a nuance must be 

observed.193 Absorbed by the outside world, the badaud is constantly drunk on the 
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193 See Gregory Shaya, “The Flâneur, The Baudaud, and the Making of a Mass Public in France, circa 
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manifold features of the city which surrounds him, 194  whereas the flâneur’s 

intoxication enables him to cultivate a heightened sensitivity that facilitates the 

creation of dialectical spaces interpenetrating the present and the identification of the 

magical, mystifying experience of the modern spectacle—the reverie which allows 

the city to open up as landscape for the flâneur.195 Whether the flâneur chooses to 

wake up from the intoxication of the dreamscape or to linger in the heightened state in 

which he is absorbed to the point of near self-oblivion, there remains the distinction 

with the badaud’s indulgence in the spectacle and his immersion with the crowd. 

 

Nevertheless, as Beatrice Hanssen concludes, Benjamin realized the dangers of the 

flâneur’s intoxication in the dreamscape of the arcades, that of “excessive dwelling in 

the imaginary realm might induce a torpor comparable to the aestheticization of 

politics,” as he was formerly warned by his friend Adorno. 196  Benjamin would 

eventually abandon the intoxicated surrealist dreamscape, in exchange for the 

flâneur’s sobriety—“a dialectical moment of awakening, a rude shock-like awakening 

that snatched the sleeper out of his enveloping visions,”197 as he takes note in the 

Passagen-Werk: 

 

Whereas Aragon persists within the realm of dream, here the concern is to 

find the constellation of awakening. While in Aragon there remains an 

impressionistic element, namely, the ‘mythology’… here it is a question of 

the dissolution of ‘mythology’ into the space of history. That, of course, can 

happen only through the awakening of a not-yet-conscious knowledge of 

what has been.198 

 

Benjamin theorizes in the Convolute N of an enlightenment that erases markers of 

spatialized time,199 and brings the past and present together in a flash to form the 
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194 Ibid., p. 49. 
195 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. Jennings 
(ed.), Cambridge 2006, p. 34. 
196 Beatrice Hanssen (ed.), Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project, New York; London 2006, p. 9. 
197 Ibid., p. 11. 
198 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin trans., Cambridge 
2002, p. 845. 
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dialectics of the image: 

 

It’s not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present 

its light on what is past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes 

together in a flash with the now to form a constellation. In other words, 

images is dialectics at a standstill. For a while the relation of the present to 

the past is a purely temporal, continuous one, the relation of what-has-been 

to the now is dialectical: is not progression but image, suddenly emergent.—

Only dialectical images are genuine images (that is, not archaic); and the 

place where one encounters them is language.200 

 

In his departure from the state of intoxication, the flâneur experiences a shock-like 

awakening within the dialectical arcades—the what-has-been comes together with the 

now—his discoveries of a world overwhelmed by alienating dynamisms of 

industrialization and capitalization forces on him a shock-like arousal from the 

phantasmagoric dream. Through the imagery of awakening, Benjamin creates a 

dialectic of intoxication that corresponds to the structure of revolution. In a similar 

regard, Susan Buck-Morss argues,  

 

If at the beginning, the flâneur as private subject dreamed himself out into 

the world, at the end, flânerie was an ideological attempt to reprivatize social 

space, and to give assurance that the individual’s passive observation was 

adequate for knowledge of social reality…. Benjamin’s concern was not 

nostalgia for the past, but the critical knowledge necessary for a 

revolutionary break from history’s most recent configuration.201  

 

Ultimately, the purpose of flânerie is to be able to identify through roaming the 

dialectical dreamscape, the phantasmagoria projected by capitalist society, and to be 

able to arouse from the intoxicated dreamscape in recovery of a revolutionary energy 

that enables the dissolution of the phantasmagoria. 
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The constellation of the what-has-been presented in the dialectical image of the 

Parisian arcades can thus amalgamate in a flash with Playtime—itself an emergent 

dialectal image that brings the what-has-been with the now of the 1960s Paris. 

Without a doubt, the film portrays the city as an arcade, a dialectical dreamscape that 

the flâneur roams in search for a revolutionary awakening. The destruction of the 

Royal Garden’s décor and the drunken euphoria prompting people to dance in curves 

is the critical revolt to the absurdity, the irrationality, of rational straight and 

rectilinear lines. Even the reverie of an older Paris, converting the restaurant to a café 

or bistro, recalls the taverns where the Bohemians, whom Benjamin refers to as 

professional conspirators contriving an overthrow of the regime, felt most at home.202 

And finally, in the morning that follows, in the dawn of awakening, color is restored 

to the greyish hues of the modernist city, and the residents seem to be perceiving the 

city in a new light. Suddenly, old and new Paris intermingle as the formerly alienating 

cityscape is transformed to a festive and vibrant street-carnival with clowns and 

colorful flags strewn across the buildings, and even a traffic jam is transformed into a 

merry-go-round (Fig. 2-15).  

 

Laurent Marie, who analyzes Playtime in relation to Situationist writings, also 

acknowledges the revolution taking place in the Royal Garden, and states that the 

lyrics of Nini Peau de chien which the inebriated diners sing at the end of the Royal 

Garden sequence alludes to “la Bastille”, a landmark of the French Revolution.203 

Marie’s analysis of Playtime finally leads him to contend that Jacques Tati had “read” 

May 1968, the youth’s movement against capitalism, consumerism and conservatism 

of the totalitarian Gaullist government, before it actually happened.204 In light of this 

reading, Tati’s dialectical dreamscape experiences a final awakening with the ending 

of the film, that “awakening now meant the revolutionary completion of the past, the 

explosion of past possibility in the actuality of the present.”205 Revolution of the film 

space eventually crosses over to the space of history, placing Playtime within the 
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constellation of the arcades and its evocation of the flâneur’s nostalgia and shock-like 

awakening. 
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Chapter Three: The Phantasmagoria—Playtime’s Cinema of Attractions 
 

“For if flânerie can transform Paris into one great interior—a house whose room are 

the quartiers, no less clearly demarcated by thresholds than are real rooms— 

then, on the other hand, the city can appear to someone walking through it to be 

without thresholds: a landscape in the round.” [AP, M3,2]206 

 

In the previous chapter, we have come to a conclusion that Playtime opens up the city 

of Paris as a modern parody of the arcades, as a dreamscape for the flâneur. Inherently 

belonging to the Parisian tradition of flânerie, the flâneur’s traverse enables the 

representation of the city as a dream. In this chapter, I would like to discuss the 

cinematic representation of flânerie in Playtime, how the film screen is transformed as 

landscape, as an optical window into the dreamscape of the flâneur, and the notion of 

flânerie as a “time” for “play”. In this case, we might ask what the flâneur’s point of 

view is in Playtime, what it implies and how it revolutionizes cinematic flânerie and 

distinguishes itself from other cinematic flâneurs in contemporaneous films. 

 

From reading Baudelaire and Benjamin, it seems that the representation of flânerie 

does not necessarily have to be established upon the depiction of a flâneur or flâneuse, 

which seems to be the norm in films contemporaneous to Playtime with a distinct 

narrative and diegesis developed from the detective flâneur or flâneuse’s dialectical 

wanderings, for example, Michelangelo Antonioni’s La Notte (1961) or Jean Luc 

Godard’s Alphaville (1965). Antonioni’s La Notte follows the wanderings of Lidia 

(Fig. 3-1), a woman unhappy in her marriage, in Milan at a time of socio-cultural and 

urban reform. According to Torunn Haaland, Antonioni channels the dialectics of the 

old and new into the narrative, through the antithetical cultural visions of her dying 

friend Tomaso and her husband Giovanni, the former an avid reader of Adorno, and 

“a sensitive observer of the losses involved in neo-capitalist affluence, the latter an 

image of a new pseudo-culture who rather than tracing the roots to creative, personal 

and social crisis, aligns with the logics of the culture industry.”207 Godard’s Alphaville 

also incorporates a criticism on the alienating presence of contemporary France 
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through a future dystopian science-fiction framework, depicting the old-fashioned 

secret agent Lemmy Caution (Fig. 3-2) on his mission to undermine Alpha 60, the 

authoritarian computer that “manipulates the city’s inhabitants in the name of 

‘logic’.”208 Playtime, on the contrary, has a ghostly narrative, but only partially entails 

that the flâneur roams the cityscape. The flâneur of the diegesis, Monsieur Hulot, and 

the flâneuse Barbara, set the camera’s wandering into motion, yet when the task is 

accomplished, their existence is gradually effaced. Where then, in the moments that 

the two protagonists leave for off-screen space, is the flâneur of the film? Whose 

visions do we see wandering the dreamscape of Playtime? If to borrow Baudelaire’s 

concept, the flâneur should be “at the center of the world, and yet…remain hidden 

from the world.”209 In this case, filmic flânerie does not necessarily entail depiction of 

a flâneur drifting in the cityscape. It is perhaps more important to acknowledge that 

Playtime is a rare illustration that embodiment of filmic flânerie can be multifold. The 

film screen can point to the flâneur’s unfolding representation of the city, which 

alludes to flânerie of the filmmaker. Or it can infer the flânerie, or the opening of an 

arcade for the spectator, enabling the spectator to enter the film space and roam 

conceptually (and physically: the moviegoer moves relatively to the the movement of 

camera, the cinema becomes an automobile-like vehicle which transports its 

passengers to other places). It can also be both. The mise-en-abyme of the film arcade 

allows the spectator to enter film space, and also, in the reverse, unleashes the film 

space into the space of history. The following is an analysis of how this process takes 

place, its significance and how it is self-conscious in Playtime. Entering into the 

discussion on Tati’s innovative and perplexing approach of presenting flânerie in 

Playtime, I will first compare it to other representations of flânerie in the history of 

film, in order to allocate its position in the history of filming flânerie. 

 

Actualities and City Symphonies 

Cinema has been intertwined with the literary figure of the flâneur since its 

conception, with its roving perspective and camera eye that is able to document and 

represent. At the advent of film, the Lumière Brothers, who were fascinated with their 
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new invention’s ability to record fleeting moments and movements, used it to capture 

images of fragmentary processions of life, resulting in “moving (in a physical, not 

specifically emotional sense) portraits of modern urban phenomena.”210 These early 

silent films called “actualities” portrayed no actors and presented no story, instead 

they provided “glimpses into everyday life.”211 In 1896, they placed a camera at the 

intersection of Broadway and Union Square in New York City and filmed the flow of 

people and traffic on the streets (Fig. 3-3). According to Elihu Rubin, the experiment 

made a huge impact on contemporary spectators: “The familiar, seen anew in this way, 

brought astonishment.”212 

 

In his influential work, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality (1960), 

Siegfried Kracauer theorized that film, in its ability to document everything that 

enters its frame, has the capacity to record and reveal the flood of daily rituals and 

happenings, and existing familiar places surrounding us, of which we are unaware or 

completely oblivious to on a daily basis. Film can expose us to the “material 

phenomena which elude observation under normal circumstances.” 213  Kracauer 

argued that film has the aptitude to “alienate our environment in exposing it,” 

allowing its spectators to see the banalities of life in new light through the distanced 

observation of the camera.214 In regard to enlightenment of the camera, Rubin relates 

that “by virtue of filmic estrangement, the mundane becomes poignant and full of new 

meanings. Certain cinematic techniques, such as irregular camera angles or ‘close-up’ 

shots further accentuate the strange in the ordinary.”215  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
210 Elihu Rubin, “(Re)Presenting the Street: Video and Visual Culture in Planning,” in Leonie 
Sandercock and Giovanni Attili (eds.), Multimedia Explorations in Urban Policy and Planning: 
Beyond the Flatlands, New York 2010, pp. 85-103, p. 91. 
211 Pamela Hutchinson, “Symphonies of steel and stone: silent cinema and the city,” in The Guardian, 
March 21, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/film/filmblog/2016/mar/21/city-symphonies-silent-
cinema-paul-strand-victoria-albert (accessed June 15, 2016). 
212 Barnouw, 1993, p. 7, quoted in Elihu Rubin, “(Re)Presenting the Street: Video and Visual Culture 
in Planning,” in Leonie Sandercock and Giovanni Attili (eds.), Multimedia Explorations in Urban 
Policy and Planning: Beyond the Flatlands, New York 2010, pp. 85-103, p. 91. 
213 Kracauer, 1960, p. 46, quoted in Elihu Rubin, “(Re)Presenting the Street: Video and Visual Culture 
in Planning,” in Leonie Sandercock and Giovanni Attili (eds.), Multimedia Explorations in Urban 
Policy and Planning: Beyond the Flatlands, New York 2010, pp. 85-103, p. 93. 
214 Kracauer, 1960, p. 55, quoted in Elihu Rubin, “(Re)Presenting the Street: Video and Visual Culture 
in Planning,” in Leonie Sandercock and Giovanni Attili (eds.), Multimedia Explorations in Urban 
Policy and Planning: Beyond the Flatlands, New York 2010, pp. 85-103, p. 93. 
215 Elihu Rubin, “(Re)Presenting the Street: Video and Visual Culture in Planning,” in Leonie 
Sandercock and Giovanni Attili (eds.), Multimedia Explorations in Urban Policy and Planning: 

 



!

!71!

 

Kracauer also maintains that film shows a sensitivity for capturing the 

unpredictability and randomness of public sphere exemplified by the streets: “the 

affinity of film for haphazard contingencies is most strikingly demonstrated by its 

unwavering susceptibility to the street—a term designed to cover not only the street, 

particularly the city street, in literal sense, but also its various extensions, such as 

railway stations, dance and assembly halls, bars, hotel lobbies, airports, etc.”216 This 

demonstrates film’s inherent affinity for the “unstaged reality” of the street, and 

capability to document the continuum of life more than any other medium, which 

Kracauer holds as the most important function of the new medium—“The street in 

extended sense of the word is not only the arena of fleeting impressions and chance 

encounters but a place where the flow of life is bound to assert itself.”217 Kracauer’s 

analysis of film’s capacity to capture, through the distanced observation of the lens, 

the ephemerality of everyday life and the mundane that has escaped our perception, 

delineates film’s resemblance to flânerie in general. These connoisseurs of the streets 

both illuminate the mundane and provide social critique of urban life through an 

alienated perspective. 

 

The early city symphonies fall under this category of film, of the flowing depictions 

of life in the city as pioneered by the Lumière Brothers street films, for example, 

Walter Ruttman’s Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927) and Dziga Vertov’s Man 

with a Movie Camera (1929). According to Patricia Aufderheide,  

 

In the 1920s and 30s, when the theaters were showing nature adventures, war 

news reels, and exotica, artists producing for galleries in interwar Europe 

imagined cinema (then a silent medium) as, among other things, a visual 

poem, one that could unite the experience of different senses…. City 

symphonies participated in the modernist love of the urban, of machinery, 
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and of progress. They absorbed elements from artistic movements such as 

surrealism and futurism, and they let people see what they usually could not 

or would not.218 

 

Normally, the city symphony also “documents a composite day in the life of a modern 

metropolis.”219 Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927) is a semi-documentary of a 

day in life in capitalist Berlin in the 1920s. Evolving from the actualities presented by 

early filmmakers and established on the art of montage, the early city symphonies 

render a lyrical view of the city, illustrating a moving portrait of city life from dawn 

to dusk, for example a crowd of workers filing out of the metro or a panoramic view 

of the city square. Through presenting an intensely rhythmic view of the city, these 

city symphonies are by no means unprejudiced. Rubin states that “Ruttman’s clips 

acquire meaning, and express a social commentary, by virtue of their filmic 

proximity.”220 In showing the city as a great animate machine, Berlin is often seen as 

a critique to the burgeoning anonymity, rapidity and mechanization of city life in the 

1920s. As Pamela Hutchinson also maintains, “like actualities and travelogues, city 

symphonies can take the audience to distant places they wouldn’t dream of being able 

to visit. But unlike those films, the presentation of the city landscape rarely aspires to 

objectivity. City symphonies use editing, camera tricks and composition to capture the 

thrills and pitfalls of urban living.”221 

 

Despite their similarities in structural approach, Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera 

presents the roaring dynamics of Soviet cities by filming in three different locations: 

Odessa, Moscow and Kiev.222 The latter’s standpoint as a city symphony is more 

controversial, because it not only depicts life on the streets, but also exposes the 

production of film by filming the cameraman with a second camera, and the film’s 
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editor, Yelizaveta Svilova, editing the reels.223 Rubin explains the differences in the 

two films: “If Ruttman’s camera eye represented the effortless drifting of the flâneur, 

Vertov broke the voyeuristic spell of the ‘glistening wheel of life’ as Kracauer called 

it, by exposing the means of the film’s production.”224 Berlin: Symphony of a Great 

City presents a window into the kaleidoscopic view of the city that the flâneur 

individually experiences, and enables the spectators to wander through the succession 

of images in accordance. Hence, viewing Berlin in theaters would be similar to what 

Rubin states, that “an audience’s delight in film spectatorship derived from the 

isolated individual’s ability to partake in the street’s ‘fragmentary happenings’ as a 

voyeur—a seated incarnation of the strolling flâneur.”225 On the contrary, Man with a 

Movie Camera does not completely allow the spectator to indulge in the illusion of 

“being there” as does Berlin.226 The famous montage of the eye within the camera in 

Man with a Movie Camera (Fig. 3-4) portrays the self-conscious image of film as the 

camera eye.227 It can also point to the eye behind the camera, which alludes to the 

process of filmmaking.  

 

By portraying Tativille in the course of a day, Playtime’s structure is reminiscent of 

the city symphonies. Tati’s deliberate effacement of Monsieur Hulot’s significance in 

Playtime and the film’s loose narrative also bears resemblances to these early silent 

films that have no actors and no story, presenting only the comical instances of city 

life proceeding throughout the urban landscape. Playtime also similarly functions as a 

commentary of contemporary urban life, except that the city symphony directors 

achieve their critiques principally via the editing process, whereas Playtime 

illuminates its city symphony through mise-en-scène, choreography and panoramic 

long-shots. Most importantly, unlike these early city symphonies which film on 

genuine locations and document actual crowds, Tativille is an artificial city teeming 

with extras pretending to be the crowd. In this sense, Playtime is theater and illusion.  
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Contrary to Kracauer’s description of film’s capacity to capture the “unstaged reality” 

of life in the streets, everything in Playtime is artificial and deliberately staged. This is 

where the film diverges from the city symphonies and orientates towards the 

theatrical tradition originated by Georges Méliès. Tativille is the director’s rendition 

of Paris and the stage of his theatrical production. The film is not merely filmic 

representation of the city, but representation of yet another representation of the city. 

Through multi-layered representation and mise-en-scène, Playtime’s revelation of a 

fantastical Paris is self-conscious, though different from the way that the self-

reflexive mechanical eye shown in Man with a Movie Camera repeatedly reminds that 

film is representation, both, however, do not allow the spectators to completely 

luxuriate in the voyeuristic rendition of realistic urban spectacles or illusory 

narratives.228 Instead, Tati puts on a show in Playtime. 

 

The Cinema of Attractions 

In the realization that Playtime also belongs under the tradition of theatrical 

production, it is then important to delineate how the film is in fact closely akin to 

early “non-actuality filming” which centers on “stage-effects”, “tricks” or the “nicely 

arranged tableau”.229 Tati’s comedy films resurrect the type of early avant-garde film 

which Tom Gunning terms “the Cinema of Attraction,” prevalent at the turn of the 

century and characterizes films made before 1907.230 Contrary to the conviction that 

early film is torn between the non-narrative filmmaking of Lumière and the narrative 

tradition of Méliès, Gunning suggests that,  

 

Rather, one can unite them in a conception that sees cinema less as a way of 

telling stories than as a way of presenting a series of views to an audience, 

fascinating because of their illusory power (whether the realistic illusion of 
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motion offered to the first audiences by Lumière or the magical illusion 

concocted by Méliès), and exoticism.231 

 

Gunning draws on Fernand Léger’s early definition of cinema’s exceptional power to 

make images visibly seen and distinguishes these early cinematic productions from 

the following development of cinema, which is dominated by the narrative and mainly 

concentrated on the medium’s ability to tell stories. He also contrasts the cinema of 

attraction to Christian Metz’s notion of the voyeuristic perspective in narrative cinema, 

and contends that the former is an “exhibitionist cinema” which centralizes on the 

aspect of visually showing something.232  

 

As aforementioned, through filming the continuum of life unfurling in the city streets, 

early actualities evidently stress the representation of modern spectacles in a way 

which resembles photographic realism. Apart from the voyeuristic tendencies of 

realistic illusion, Gunning suggests that the early actualities also belonged to the 

exhibitionist cinema, which was “more presentational than representational” 233 , 

because of the lavish theatrical environment and accompaniment of live orchestras 

where they were first screened.234 That is to say, these early actualities not only 

revealed realistic spectacles, they were themselves part of the spectacle. Disparate 

from the evolvement of narrative cinema which seduce spectators to fall under the 

voyeuristic spell of the story frame, Kracauer contends that the elaborate designs of 

the movie theaters where the cinema of attractions were being projected, chiefly 

functioned as diversions “to rivet the audience’s attention to the peripheral so that 

they will not sink into the abyss.”235  

 

As for early non-actuality filming of the Méliès tradition, Gunning suggests that they, 

too, concentrated on the production of the spectacle due to their roots in variety 
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theater, music halls, panoramas and vaudeville acts, which focused on exhibitionist 

trades such as putting on magic shows, trick theater and slapstick sketches for the 

visual gratification of the masses.236 Albeit the fact that non-actuality filming were 

often complemented by simple plots, the narrative frames of non-actualities function 

differently to that of the narrative cinema as they were in fact under the employment 

of the spectacle. Gunning cites Méliès’s description of his working method in order to 

prove this theory:  

 

As for the scenario, the “fable” or “tale,” I only consider it at the end. I can 

state that the scenario constructed in this manner has no importance, since I 

use it merely as a pretext for the “stage effects,” the “tricks,” or for a nicely 

arranged tableau.237 

 

Gunning takes the celebrated Voyage dans la lune (1902, Fig. 3-5) as an example of 

the plotted trick film, to exemplify that Méliès’ exploitation of the narrative merely 

“provides a frame upon which to string a demonstration of the magical possibilities of 

cinema.”238  

 

Another aspect of non-actuality filming which shows itself as a cinema of attractions 

and separates from the narrative cinema is how these non-actualities do not form the 

closed-circuit of a diegesis.239 Unlike the self-sufficient fictional world created in 

narrative films due to the characters never looking directly at the camera, early non-

actuality film actors actually acknowledge that the camera and audience exist, often 

winking or interacting with the spectator as performers did in the music halls or 

variety show theaters.240 
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It is then reasonable to believe that Tati’s films were strongly influenced by these 

early cinema of attractions, since Tati had long established himself as a music hall 

performer before turning to filmmaking. 241  Since his youth, Tati had been 

exceptionally gifted in the art of the mime. In the animation film, The Illusionist 

(2010, Fig. 3-6), directed by Sylvain Chomet and based on a screenplay by Tati that 

was never filmed during his lifetime, Tatischeff plays a magician performing at a time 

when the music hall industry was gradually waning. Even after he turned to 

filmmaking, Tati had never really let go of his music hall origins, which he 

continuously sought to revive in cinema and television, resulting in the nostalgic 

ambience that characterizes his films.242  

 

Playtime’s Attractions and Flânerie 

The cinema of attraction actually provides a rich ground that merges Tati’s 

performative style and the tradition of flânerie. In the previous chapter, I have 

delineated how Tati opens up a dream-like arcade in Playtime to the flâneur of the 

film space and the spectator flâneur. Also in regard to Benjamin’s conception of how 

the arcades present a topographic fantasy, the city revealed to the flâneur as an arcade 

should not be portrayed realistically, rather it should expose itself as a dream city—a 

metaphorical city composed of dialectical images. In Playtime, the city symphony 

originated from early actualities and the theatrical productions of non-actuality 

filming seem to come together. Playtime’s amalgamation of the Lumière and Méliès 

traditions transforms the city into theater, or vice versa, and presents a stage that takes 

the form of the labyrinthine cityscape; Tati once again demonstrates the 

transformation of Paris into one great interior. In this sense, it is fitting that Tati 

should return to the early exhibitionist and theatrical style of the cinema of attraction, 

in order to render the phantasmagoric spectacles of the modern city as an arcade, and 

also to suggest the magical allure of the 1960s modern capitalist society.  

 

In light of this, I also consider the cinema of attractions to be closer in methodology 

and the representation of the flâneur, who engages in the act of strolling as his 

approach to rendering the enthralling spectacles that characterize the modern city. 
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Wandering as a flâneur or following as a detective243 are but milder forms of the 

chase, which Kracauer recognizes as one of the fundamental actions of the motion 

picture medium “serviceable for establishing a continuity of suspenseful physical 

action.” 244  It is also interesting to note that Gunning does not find any conflict 

between the cinema of attractions and the narrative cinema, stating that, 

 

The chase film shows how towards the end of this period (basically from 

1903-1906) a synthesis of attractions and narrative was already underway. 

The chase had been the truly original narrative genre of the cinema, 

providing a model for causality, and linearity as well as a basic editing 

continuity.245  

 

He cites Donald Crafton’s study “The Pie and the Chase” on how the slapstick 

comedy “did a balancing act between the pure spectacle of gag and the development 

of narrative.” 246  Therefore, the act of flânerie actually functions similarly to the 

narrative frame in the early non-actualities, the milder form of the chase, which sets 

the spatial and temporal movement of the film in order but really services the exposé 

of a city comprised of phantasmagorias. Gunning only points out that in later 

development of narrative film, the illusion of the story is dominant and the spectacle 

has receded to an auxiliary position. In contrast to the contemporaneous depictions of 

flânerie which fixate on the narrative of the flâneur or flâneuse’s wanderings in 1960s 

urban settings, the main difference lies in that the others are narrative (chase) 

dominant, whereas, Playtime is attraction (pie) dominant. This then, serves as an 

explanation for our earlier discussion on the ghost of a narrative in Playtime, for now 

we are able to perceive that the ghost is the cinematic vehicle, the invisible wandering 

eye, allowing us to see Tati’s teeming display of visual gags, the trick theater of 

phantasmagoric architecture, the tableau of ridiculous and astonishing spectacles 

spread across the theatrical stage that is the modern city.  
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The resort to the near-plotless cinema of attractions also explains the bafflement that 

spectators of Tati’s films experience, especially when they are compared to the 

narrative dominant Hollywood comedies of Buster Keaton or Charlie Chaplin. For 

example, two years after the release of Les vacances de Monsieur Hulot (1953), 

Andrew C. Mayer asserts that “the film is really a pastiche of unrelated visual jokes. 

On the whole, they are very, very funny; but the absence of a plot is decidedly a 

disadvantage.”247 After the success of the narrative-oriented Mon Oncle in the United 

States, garnering Tati an Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film, Tati, on 

the contrary, confesses to having gone “astray” with the film.248 Afterwards, Tati 

returns to the pastiche style of Les vacances de Monsieur Hulot and applies it to the 

topographical scale of cityscape in Playtime, increasing the bafflement of its viewers.  

 

This perplexity can, however, be ameliorated once we understand Tati’s influences 

from the cinema of attractions. As Gunning states, these early films “appeared as one 

attraction on the vaudeville program, surrounded by a mass of unrelated acts in a non-

narrative and even nearly illogical succession of performances.”249 The variety style 

of music halls evidently influenced Tati’s last feature film, Parade (1973), which was 

really a filmed circus show and followed no logical narrative. A perplexed Roger 

Ebert wrote,  

 

It is a strange film, sometimes charming but more often frustrating. Robert 

Frost said writing free verse was like playing tennis without a net. Maybe 

Parade is free verse in movie form: a film without story, without strong 

purpose, without the obvious hooks, gimmicks and angles that modern movie 

audiences have come to expect. It just sort of unfolds.250  
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If we view Tati’s music hall influence from this light, it seems that his pastiche style 

of unrelated gags was his way of assembling a vaudeville program into a near non-

existent narrative frame,251 which in the case of Les vacances des Monsieur Hulot was 

the “arrival-to-departure plot” at the seaside resort, and the day of wandering in the 

city in Playtime.252 

 

The illogical string of performances and film screenings of these vaudeville programs 

even share an affinity with the haphazard spectacles that one observes in the city 

streets—“A night at the variety theater was like a ride on a streetcar or an active day 

in a crowded city.”253 It also suggests how the spectacle of the crowd is not to be 

overlooked in portraying the absurd theater of the city, such as was evident in the city 

symphonies: 

 

While the camera may linger on individual faces or bodies, the great 

spectacle is of crowds, moving along broad pavements and among 

monolithic buildings decked out with neon, or transported by cars and boats 

and trains.254 

 

Therefore, when Tati decided to transform the city into a cinematic vaudeville show, 

it would result in the variety style that Playtime exhibits, caught somewhere in 

between the city symphony and theater, consisting of both the realistic illusion of 

actualities and the magical fabrication of non-actualities. And he would have to find a 

way to portray the randomness of the crowd in this manner. Playtime, as a result, 

would explore the spectacles of the city in a fashion both similar and dissimilar to the 

city symphonies—it does so by way of the montage. The city symphonies display the 

overcrowded streets and squares, and the fast pace of industrial urban life through its 
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251 See Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime,” 
in Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, p. 179, on Tati’s 
invention of the “ciné-music-hall”. 
252 David Bellos, Jacques Tati: His Life and Art, London 2001, p. 263. 
253 Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde”, in Wide 
Angle, Vol. 8, nos. 3 & 4, Fall, 1986, pp. 63-70, p. 68. 
254 Pamela Hutchinson, “Symphonies of steel and stone: silent cinema and the city,” The Guardian, 
March 21, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/film/filmblog/2016/mar/21/city-symphonies-silent-
cinema-paul-strand-victoria-albert (accessed June 15, 2016). 
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intense succession of images, whereas in Playtime, the montage of spectacles and 

gags is spread out in the cityscape like a tableau (Fig. 3-7). 

 

Tati’s “Tableaux Parisiens”255 reveals a variety theater in the form of dense urban 

spectacles and a teeming pastiche that is the random crowd, in the sequence of their 

eccentric dance with the city. It is also through the theatrical portrayal of the crowd 

that the city is alienated, as Ockman states, “thus is set in motion the strange 

choreography, the ballet mécanique, that marks this film as excessive, outside the 

bounds of normal space-time relations, a heterotopia.”256 Once again, it reminds us of 

the flâneur’s traverse in the topographical fantasy of the arcades: “The crowd is the 

veil through which the familiar city beckons to the flâneur as phantasmagoria—now a 

landscape, now a room.”257 

 

In establishing that Playtime belongs to the cinema of attractions and demonstrates 

how the modern city is full of attractions, we may also consider how Playtime’s 

cinema of attractions, in fact, illuminates that a constellation exists in connecting 

flânerie of the 19th century, early twentieth century and the 1960s urban settings. The 

cinema of attraction was invented at the turn of the century when the early world 

exhibitions took place. These world exhibitions offered a place for spectators to 

marvel at the latest technological wonders, including cinema itself. The burgeoning of 

mass visual culture established on the production of the spectacle at the fin de siècle, 

influenced by the technical advancement of world fairs, the variety theater and later 

on the fairground rides of amusement parks, largely inspired these cinema of 

attractions.258 A lot of the visual gags, trick scenarios and alluring spectacles that Tati 

concocts are also strongly reminiscent of the turn of the century world fairs and 

carnival attractions. They are the phantasmagorias which we repeatedly encounter in 

the Arcades Project. Some of these attractions we have visited in the previous 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
255 “Tableaux Parisiens” refers to the title that Baudelaire gave to a group of eighteen poems in the 
Fleurs du Mal. 
256 Joan Ockman, “Architecture in a Mode of Distraction: Eight Takes on Jacques Tati’s Playtime,” in 
Mark Lamster (ed.), Architecture and Film, New York 2000, pp. 171-195, p. 179. 
257 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. Jennings 
(ed.), Cambridge 2006, p. 40. 
258 “The relation between films and the emergence of the great amusement parks, such as Coney Island, 
at the turn of the century provides rich ground for rethinking the roots of early cinema.” Tom Gunning, 
“The Cinema of Attraction: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde”, in Wide Angle, Vol. 8, nos. 
3 & 4, Fall, 1986, pp. 63-70, p. 65. 
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chapters, such as the topographical Cabinet des Mirages, the labyrinthine office 

building and carousel of cars. The Trade Exhibition sequence (Fig. 3-8) is exactly the 

modern incarnation of the nineteenth century world fair, and opens “a phantasmagoria 

which a person enters in order to be distracted.”259 The ridiculous merchandise, each 

an attraction with exaggerated and transformative features are theatrically exhibited 

on podiums, and recalls Benjamin’s critique on the enthronement of the 

commodity. 260  Tati shows the cityscape as a fairground, an amusement park, a 

massive funhouse, where every corner of the city is congested by attractions. If 

Benjamin contends that the secret theme of Grandville’s art is the commodification of 

the universe (Fig. 3-9),261 then Tati’s rendition of Tativille is the commodification of 

the city. Playtime is specifically cinematic in this respect, that if it were not for the 

revelation of the flâneur—the director, the spectator and the invisible camera eye—

which is to view the city as a landscape, the large-scale commodification of the 

cityscape, taking on the form of the amusement park, would not be possible.  

 

Children’s Games—Playtime as Game Time 

In relating Playtime to the cinema of attractions, it can also be borrowed to illuminate 

the variety theater’s influence on Tati’s greatest invention—the autonomous or 

democratic film. Gunning cites Marinetti’s praise of the variety theater in “its 

aesthetics of astonishment and stimulation, but particularly its creation of a new 

spectator who contrasts with the ‘static,’ ‘stupid voyeur’ of traditional theater. The 

spectator at the variety theater feels directly addressed by the spectacle and joins 

in….”262 Tati’s invention of the city as a panoramic variety theater—a pluriscenic 

string of non-related gags and long-shot tableaus swarming with people and 

indiscernible details—makes the film come across as being particularly difficult to 
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259 Walter Benjamin, “Paris, the Capital of Nineteenth Century” in The Work of Art in the Age of Its 
Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings on Media, Michael W. Jennings, Brigid Doherty 
and Thomas Y. Levin (eds.), Cambridge 2008, p. 101. 
260 Ibid. 
261!“World exhibitions propagate the universe of commodities. Grandville’s fantasies confer a 
commodity character on the universe. They modernize it. Saturn’s ring becomes a cast-iron balcony on 
which the inhabitants of Saturn take in the evening air.” Walter Benjamin, “Paris, the Capital of 
Nineteenth Century” in The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility and Other 
Writings on Media, Michael W. Jennings, Brigid Doherty and Thomas Y. Levin (eds.), Cambridge 
2008, p. 102.!
262 Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde,” in Wide 
Angle, Vol. 8, nos. 3 & 4, Fall, 1986, pp. 63-70, p. 66. 
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watch. It is precisely the richness and openness to detail in Playtime that produces a 

new kind of film spectator obliged to actively and creatively participate in the 

landscape teeming with attractions.  

 

In film critic Roger Ebert’s account,  

 

“Tati filmed his movie in 70mm, that grand epic format that covers the 

largest screens available with the most detail imaginable. He shot entirely in 

medium-long and long shots; no close-ups, no reaction shots, no over the 

shoulder. He shows us the big picture all of the time, and our eyes dart 

around it to find action in the foreground, middle distance, background and 

half-offscreen. It is difficult sometimes to even know what the subject of a 

shot is; we notice one bit of business but miss others, and the critic Noel 

Burch wonders if ‘the film has to be seen not only several times, but from 

several different points in the theater to be appreciated fully.’”263  

 

In a sense, watching the movie is like observing the city itself. In viewing the city 

spread out as landscape, one cannot peruse all of its details at once. Rosenbaum also 

similarly comments on the richness that the film’s panoramas display: 

 

Quite simply, the richness of Playtime is not available to anyone on a single 

viewing. At best, one can discover that this richness is present; at worst, the 

viewer can become so bored by what he doesn’t see that he fails to notice 

that a radical change in the language of cinema is being proposed…. In any 

event, the film can seem funny or unfunny, empty or full, lively or dull, 

beautiful or ugly in one viewing; but it cannot come across in its entirety.264 

 

The viewing of Playtime seems to require a different set of skills than the average 

film watching experience. According to Rosenbaum, Jean-André Fieschi stated in 

Cahiers du cinéma shortly after the film premiered, “Never, perhaps, has a film 
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263 Roger Ebert, “Playtime,” in RogerEbert.com, August 29, 2004, 
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-playtime-1967 (accessed May 6, 2016). 
264 Jonathan Rosenbaum and Jacques Tati, “Tati’s Democracy: An Interview and Introduction,” in Film 
Comment, Vol. 9, No. 3 (May-June 1973), p. 36. 
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placed so much confidence in the intelligence and activity of the spectator: the 

challenge was too great to find a commensurate response.”265 The film definitely 

stimulates the active and creative perception of the audience through the distancing of 

long-shot tableaus, as Rosenbaum maintains, “Tati’s sense of sound and image design 

always encompasses a certain distance from his subjects that implies observation 

rather than confrontation—an invitation to playfully map out our own itineraries.”266 

In Playtime, we must discover some of the gags and comic inventions for ourselves 

without Hulot’s guidance, nor does Tati point them out through the aid of cinematic 

techniques, such as emphatic camera angles or cutting into close-ups.267 In liberating 

the perspective, the viewer is free to roam the screen as he or she chooses without the 

dictatorial supervision of the camera or narrative. 268  In view of this freedom, 

Rosenbaum states that “to some degree, Playtime can be regarded as an embodiment 

and extension of Bazin’s most cherished ideas about deep focus, long takes, and the 

“democratic” freedoms that these techniques offer to the spectator.”269  

 

The democratic or autonomous film transforms the film screen into a participatory 

space, that the spectator must search and wander, be keen to observe or discover their 

own way. These types of reactions draw out the inbuilt detective game of Playtime, 

like a puzzle or maze which the spectator can choose to “play.” Lucy Fisher, for 

example, sees the film as resembling a “paper and pencil” game which the viewer 

must extricate particular acts and gags from an array of spectacles.270 

 

In a similar vein, the beginning of Playtime is also staged in a game-like fashion in 

which we search for Monsieur Hulot in a crowded airport. We are uncertain as to 

when Hulot made his first appearance in the film, for Tati takes care that the viewer 

gets confused by inserting Hulot’s doubles all over the cityscape. It was not until after 
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265 Ibid. 
266 Jonathan Rosenbaum, “Jacques Tati: Composing in Sound and Image,” in The Criterion Collection, 
October 28, 2014, https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/3337-jacques-tati-composing-in-sound-and-
image (accessed April 25, 2016). 
267 Bert Cardullo and Jacques Tati, “Comedy Belongs to Everybody: An Interview with Jacques Tati,” 
in Bert Cardullo (ed.), World Directors in Dialogue: Conversations on Cinema, Blue Ridge Summit 
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two or three viewings that I spotted (or heard with a loud bang) what may have been 

Monsieur Hulot’s first entrance into the film—a bumbling traveler who drops his 

umbrella in the middle distance whilst a swarm of tourists occupy the foreground.271 

It was not until several viewings later that I proved myself wrong, for an earlier shot 

can be found in which a baffled Hulot double enters the far middle distance during a 

height of commotion. Ironically, the decoy character mentioned above is perhaps not 

even Hulot, for in a later sequence outside the airport terminal, a woman would 

mistake a man clad in Hulotesque attire for Monsieur Hulot.  

 

In this sense, the search for Hulot is deployed almost as if a game or puzzle for the 

perceiver, reminding one of the beloved children’s book series illustrated by Martin 

Handford, Where’s Wally (Fig. 3-10), in which a panorama is rendered with swarming 

people and objects—distractions of similar colored patterns and shapes that divert the 

readers from locating Wally. Perhaps, Tati’s hidden game of Where’s Hulot belongs 

under the tradition of this type of picture book, the wimmelbücher or wimmelbook.  

 

According to Bettina Kümmerling-Meibauer and Jörg Meibauer, “a wimmelbook is a 

wordless picture book which presents a panorama that is rich in characters and 

detail.”272 The term “wimmeln” means “to teem” or “to swarm with something” in 

German, thus defining the wimmelbook as a teeming picture book.273 The common 

theme of Tati’s panoramas and the wimmelbook is to explore landscapes of 

painstaking detail, stimulating the intense observation of the spectator. The 

wimmelbook genre even revived around the same time as Playtime’s release, with Ali 

Mitgutsch credited for having popularized the genre in the late 1960s (Fig. 3-11).274  

 

It is also interesting to learn that these wimmelbooks actually originated from 

traditional art forms, as Cornelia Rémi points out:  
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271 In his review of Playtime, Roger Ebert also remarks that, “Mr. Hulot's entrance is easy to miss; 
while babbling tourists fill the foreground, he walks into an empty space in the middle distance, drops 
his umbrella, picks it up and walks off again. The bang of the umbrella directs our eye to the action.”  
272 Bettina Kümmerling-Meibauer, Jörg Meibauer, “Picturebooks and Early Literacy”, Learning from 
Picturebooks: Perspectives from Child Development and Literacy Studies, London; New York 2015, p. 
28. 
273 Cornelia Rémi, “Reading as Playing: The Cognitive Challenge of the Wimmelbook,” in Emergent 
Literacy: Children’s Books from 0 to 3, Bettina Kümmerling-Meibauer (ed.), Amsterdam 2010, p. 117.  
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Wimmelbooks stand in the tradition of an art form represented most 

prominently by 16th-century painters Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter 

Brueghel the Elder, who in their turn refer back to even older examples of 

composing sceneries teeming with characters: such works of art provide 

plenty of material for pious contemplation or sophisticated reasoning. Their 

richness often has theological implications and points to the chaotic state of 

the world.275 

 

Rémi considers the encyclopedic paintings of Brueghel, such as Children’s Games 

(Fig. 3-12), to be the structural prototype for later wimmelpictures, in which the lack 

of focal point triggers a similar mode of reception from the viewer.276 In relation to 

this, Playtime also generated a similar response from Rosenbaum, who considers 

Tati’s teeming long-shot tableaus to bear resemblances to Bruegel’s paintings:  

 

The Royal Garden sequence, making up roughly half of the film, may be the 

most formidable example of mise-en-scène in the history of cinema. It is 

certainly the most Brueghel-like in its expansion of the principle—found in 

such populated landscape paintings as Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (Fig. 

3-13) and The Procession to Cavalry (Fig. 3-14)—that life and history 

unfold in a plethora of small, almost indiscernible details.277 

 

In view of this consonance, I consider that not only in structural form and cognitive 

response, but also in the message that Playtime conveys shares an affinity with the 

tradition of Bruegel, who often paints elaborate landscapes laden with allegorical 

meaning, using irony and satire to criticize the chaotic state of the world and the folly 

of mankind. In this case, the satire and irony on the disappointing way that the world 

has become has not changed much in the modern world. 
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Finally, I would like to point out the relation of the wimmelbook to Playtime and the 

flâneur. The wimmelbook, in the modern sense, mainly functions as a picture book 

used to build the cognition of children. Albeit similar to Handford’s puzzle books 

typified in Where’s Wally, real wimmelbooks, according to Rémi’s definition, “defy a 

classification as typical ‘game books’ because they are lacking clear rules or 

instructions…. While puzzle pictures are organized hierarchically, with the search 

object as their hidden centre, wimmelpictures are remarkably open.”278 Wimmelbooks 

do not tell the child what to do with it, therefore, the child must make an imaginative 

effort to understand the world that is opened up to them on their own. In this sense, 

the long-shot tableaus shown in Playtime are analogous to these wimmelbooks 

because they, too, lack of dictatorial guidance and instructions. Both readers and 

spectators are free to explore, to create their own itineraries, or to invent their own 

narratives. With the gradual effacement of both Tati and Hulot in Playtime, it is as 

Cardullo stresses, “a motion picture that liberates and revitalizes the act of looking at 

the world…. The film in this way returns an innocence of vision to the spectator, for 

no value judgments have been made or hierarchies of interest been established for 

him.”279 Even the equivocal Passagen-Werk, as Beatrice Hanssen notes, “had always 

been conceived as a Bilderbuch…. For, just as the collector or curiosity seeker was 

enchanted by the trove of treasures and glimmering objects on display in the arcades, 

so the child’s gaze was transfixed by the lure of magical things.”280  

 

In applying the vaudeville tradition of unrelated acts to the narrative frame of 

wandering in the city and observing the spectacle of the crowd, Tati simultaneously 

opens a participatory landscape—a visual game and cinema of attractions—for the 

spectators to creatively roam in Playtime, and the openness of this richly detailed 

world evokes a return to the innocent vision of the child, or the flâneur, whom 

Baudelaire endows the power of recovering the genius of childhood at will.281 
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Conclusion 

 

Bazin states that Jacques Tati creates a universe in his films, and that Monsieur Hulot 

seems to come from nowhere, out of time.282 This otherworldly and transcendental 

quality of Tati’s films reaches an apotheosis in Playtime. Upon landing into the 

heterotopia of Tativille, both the characters and the spectators of the film are lost in 

ambiguity and disorientation due to the faceless anonymity of the city’s structures and 

the film’s lack of narrative frame or cinematic guidance. Instead, the film reveals 

long-shot tableaus teeming with dazzling spectacles and magical attractions, which 

further disorientates the spectator. The film, as Tati states, is nobody, and the star of 

the film is the set. Everyone else is an extra. Instead of providing a significant story, 

the film is an elaborate portrayal of the urban modernization of 1960s Paris and the 

poetically slapstick interaction of the masses to the new urban spaces that have 

opened up ubiquitously at the time. This perplexing non-narrative framework and 

“distraction” of visual representations of the city’s modern spectacles recalls the 

street-observation of the 19th century urban stroller, the flâneur, who symbolizes the 

modern urban experience. 

 

In this respect, we can only begin to understand the film’s depiction of Paris by 

wandering through it, by following Monsieur Hulot and the group of American 

tourists drifting in Tati’s modern universe. This thesis is the itinerary of an attempt to 

discern the ambiguity of the film in reading it as Tati’s “play” on the mobile 

perception of the flâneur, and to learn through the revelation of this process the 

equivocal nature of Tati’s cinematic style. I begin by mapping out the disorienting 

aspects that characterize Playtime—the phantom-like intangibility of the film’s 

narrative, the spatial ambiguity of the film set, and the gradual effacing of the film’s 

protagonists. Even with its rich panoramas and alluring attractions, Playtime’s Paris 

presents itself as a topography diffused with alienating and illusory qualities. The city 

is beautiful as it is hollow, like a dream. 

 

Baudelaire’s influential essay “The Painter of Modern Life” (1863) marked the arrival 

of the 19th century flâneur as the predominant figure of modernity at a time when 
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Paris was experiencing radical change after the Industrial Revolution and the 

comprehensive restructuring of the city under Haussmann. The appearance of the 

flâneur predisposes an urban environment undergoing rapid modernization, and the 

emergence of new metropolitan spaces, modern spectacles and the urban crowd. 

Walter Benjamin exploited the flâneur’s gaze to expose the estrangement of 

Haussmann’s perspectival reorganization of Paris and the alienation of the modern 

capitalist city, in order to reflect the disorienting present of the early twentieth century 

urban environment, which he felt had engendered a collective feeling of anxiety and 

no longer being heimisch.283 

 

A similar kind of physical and psychic disruption infiltrates the urban setting of Tati’s 

earlier film, Mon Oncle. The film illustrates the emergence of a new wave of 

modernization and massive reorganization of the city under the International style in 

1950s France. The evident ruptures of an urban setting undergoing metamorphosis 

and the juxtaposition of the old and new neighborhoods shown in Mon Oncle, recalls 

the reverie-like incoherencies at the turn of the century, in which nineteenth century 

and twentieth century realities mysteriously interpenetrate, motivating the Surrealists 

to resurrect the cultural and intellectual activity of flânerie in order to expand the 

individual’s consciousness on the mystifying unknown realities of the modern world. 

 

In Playtime, the urban transformation of the city is complete and leaves little trace of 

former topographies, but the perspectival uniformity and illusory qualities of 

modernist architecture results in an overwhelming estrangement and alienation 

evocative of Benjamin’s flâneur. In this disorienting state, I propose that Playtime 

opens into the modern incarnation of the arcades, and reveals the representation of 

Paris as a dialectical dreamland in which the modern flâneur traverses.  

 

In denouncing the modern city as estranging its inhabitants from their own home, 

Benjamin sought to assuage this homeless condition by turning the streets and arcades 

into one’s dwelling through the process of flânerie.284 Benjamin’s conception of the 

arcades are read as topographical fantasies. These glass-roofed arcades are recursive 

and paradoxical in nature as they present interiors with no outside. They articulate the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
283 Beatrice Hanssen (ed.), Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project, New York; London 2006, p. 2. 
284 Ibid. 

 



!

!90!

dialectic between the interior and exterior—a threshold between the modern world 

and a subterranean world of past collectivity, and a realm in which the private 

dreaming self connects with the public space of history.285 The city opens up as 

landscape to the flâneur while surrounding him as a room.286 

 

Playtime, in this respect, “plays” with boundaries and temporalities, and renders a 

dreamscape which resembles the arcades’ spatial ambiguities and interpenetrating 

passages into time. Tati stages a modernist world of open design and glass partitions 

in which there is no telling of where the exterior ends and the interior begins. The 

film’s illusory, deceptive and ambiguous cityscape built of multiple windows and 

mirrors opens up a phantasmagoria, which ensnares the flâneur’s gaze and sets his 

roaming through the city in motion. In Playtime, Tati parodies the potential anxiety 

embedded in the modern city, which can be seen as a metaphorical description of the 

rising urban situation in 1960s France. 

 

The Parisian arcades also conceal a fantasy world of subterranean activity for which 

the flâneur is nostalgic. In Playtime, the residue of old Paris manifests in the illusory, 

the peripheral and the concealed, echoing the marginal existence of the arcades. The 

vibrant spirit of an older Paris, repressed at first by the glossy and cool veneer of 

modernism, is recovered towards the ending of the film, interweaving the old and 

modern Paris through the fantastical trajectory of the flâneur. Ultimately, the purpose 

of flânerie is to identify the phantasmagoria projected by capitalist society, and to 

arouse from the intoxicated dreamscape in recovery of a revolutionary energy that 

enables the dissolution of the phantasmagoria. In embodying the modern arcades, the 

film experiences a revolution towards the end, which amalgamates in a flash with the 

space of history, a suggestion of May 1968. Consequently, Playtime can be read as a 

dialectal image that brings the what-has-been of the 19th century flâneur with the now 

of the 1960s Paris. 
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In reaching a conclusion that Playtime inherently belongs to the tradition of the 

flânerie, we may consider Playtime as a rare illustration that the cinematic experience 

of flânerie can be multifold, which also educes the notion of flânerie as literally a 

“time” for “play”. In comparison to contemporary depictions of filmic flânerie, such 

as Michelangelo Antonioni’s La Notte or Jean Luc Godard’s Alphaville, Playtime 

does not follow a distinct narrative, and its protagonists often recede to the 

background or are effaced by the urban crowd. With nearly no dialogue and 

presenting predominantly in monochrome colors, Playtime is reminiscent of early 

silent films, and by depicting Paris in the course of a day, resonates with the avant-

garde city symphonies. However, contrasting to what Siegfried Kracauer maintains 

that film has the capacity to capture the “unstaged reality” of life in the streets, 

Playtime is entirely staged. It is theater and illusion. This way, Playtime also shares an 

affinity with non-actuality filming. Tati’s comedies resurrect the cinema of attractions 

prevalent at the turn of the century, which emphasizes cinema’s ability to “present a 

series of view to the audience” rather than to create a fictional diegesis.287 

 

The cinema of attraction provides a rich ground that merges Playtime and the tradition 

of flânerie. In order to render the phantasmagoric spectacles of the modern city and 

suggest the magical allure of the 1960s capitalist society, it is fitting that Tati should 

return to the cinema of attractions. In a sense, the cinema of attractions can be seen as 

closer in methodology to the flâneur, who engages in the act of strolling as his 

approach to detecting and rendering the enthralling spectacles that characterize the 

modern city. Flânerie actually functions similarly to the narrative frame in the early 

non-actualities, which sets the spatial and temporal movement of the film in order but 

really facilitates revelations of phantasmagorias. In this light, we are able to perceive 

that the ghost of the narrative in Playtime is the vehicle, the invisible wandering eye 

of the flâneur. 

 

The cinema of attractions also explains how Tati’s pastiche style of unrelated gags 

was his way of assembling a vaudeville program into a narrative frame, and even 

shares an affinity with the haphazard spectacles that one observes in the city streets. 

Thus combined, Playtime reveals a variety theater in the form of dense urban 
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spectacles and a teeming pastiche that is the random crowd. In depicting alluring 

spectacles reminiscent of the turn of the century world fairs and carnivals, Playtime’s 

cinema of attractions, in fact, enlightens that a constellation exists in connecting 

flânerie of the 19th century, early twentieth century and the 1960s urban spaces. 

 

Finally, the cinema of attractions can also be borrowed to illuminate the variety 

theater’s influence on Tati’s greatest invention—the autonomous or democratic film, 

which transforms the film screen into a participatory space, requiring active and 

creative perception on part of the viewer. These types of reactions elicit the inbuilt 

detective game of Playtime, and suggest the resemblance of the film’s long-shot 

tableaus to the wimmelbook, which actually originated from traditional art forms, 

such as Bruegel’s landscape paintings. Playtime creates a dialectical dreamscape 

wherein spectators are free to explore, to create their own itineraries, or to invent their 

own narratives. It evokes a return to the innocent vision of the child, or flâneur, in the 

spectator. 
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Illustrations 
 

 
Fig. 1-1  Monsieur Hulot wandering amid the modernized urban landscape in Jacques 
Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 1-2  Spatial Ambiguity of the Orly Airport Scene in Jacques Tati’s Playtime 
(1967) 
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Fig. 1-3  Aeroport de Paris in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 1-4  Tativille comprised of glass and steel buildings that were in actuality only 
four stories high, but designed to give the illusion of being towering skyscrapers. 
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Fig. 1-5  Haussmann’s reconstruction plan for Paris: Rue de Rivoli in 1855  
 

 
Fig. 1-6  Monsieur Hulot’s Parisian House in Jacques Tati’s Mon Oncle (1958) 
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Fig. 1-7  Villa Arpel in Jacques Tati’s Mon Oncle (1958) 
 

 
Fig. 1-8  Le Corbusier, Maison Citröhan Model, 1920 
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Fig. 1-9  Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye, 1931 
 

 
Fig. 1-10  The crumbling stone wall which connects the old village to the modernized 
neighborhood in Jacques Tati’s Mon Oncle (1958) 
 

 



!

!103!

 
Fig. 1-11  The Eiffel Tower is reduced to a reflection on the glass door in Jacques 
Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 1-12  The aerial view of the opening scene in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
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Fig. 2-1  Nineteenth Century Paris Arcades 
 

 
Fig. 2-2  Le Corbusier, Maison Jeanneret, 1923 
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Fig. 2-3  Barbara observes international travel advertisements in Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 2-4  Two nuns walking in the Orly Airport sequence in Jacques Tati’s Playtime 
(1967) 
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Fig. 2-5  Hulot catches sight of Monsieur Giffard’s reflection on the glass panels of an 
adjacent building in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

  
Fig. 2-6  The New Paris Opera designed by Charles Garnier, Le Journal Illustré, 1875, 
Association l’Art lyrique français 
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Fig. 2-7  Cabinet des Mirages, Musée Grévin 
 

 
Fig. 2-8  Low-angle shot of a skyscraper succeeding the opening aerial shot in 
Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
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Fig. 2-9  The Commercial Offices in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 2-10  Medium shot of the doorman facing the zebra crossing lighting a cigarette 
in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
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Fig. 2-11  The Apartment Building in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 2-12  A traditional flower stand in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
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Fig. 2-13  The Royal Garden restaurant transforms into a lively café or tavern in 
Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

  
Fig. 2-14  Henri deToulouse-Lautrec, Ambassadeurs—Aristide Bruant dans son 
cabaret, 1892 
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Fig. 2-15  The Carousel of Cars in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 3-1  Lidia wandering in the city in Michelangelo Antonioni’s La Notte (1961)  
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Fig. 3-2  Old-fashioned secret agent Lemmy Caution in Jean Luc Godard’s Alphaville 
(1965)  
 

 
Fig. 3-3  Lumière Brothers, New York: Broadway at Union Square, 1896 
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Fig. 3-4  Dziga Vertov, Man with a Movie Camera, 1929 
 

 
Fig. 3-5  George Méliès, Voyage dans la lune, 1902 
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Fig. 3-6  Tatischeff the Illusionist in The Illusionist (2010) directed by Sylvain 
Chomet and based on a screenplay by Jacques Tati 
 

 
Fig. 3-7  Long-shot tableau of the Royal Garden in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
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Fig. 3-8  The Trade Exhibition in Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967) 
 

 
Fig. 3-9   J. J. Grandville, Une Autre monde, 1844 
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Fig. 3-10  Martin Handford, Where’s Wally? 
 

 
Fig. 3-11  Ali Mitgutsch, Rundherum in meiner Stadt, 1968 
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Fig. 3-12  Pieter Brueghel the Elder, Children’s Games, 1560, oil on canvas, 118 cm 
× 161 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna 
 

 
Fig. 3-13  Pieter Brueghel the Elder, Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, c. 1560, oil on 
canvas, 73.5 x 112 cm, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 
 

 



!

!118!

 
Fig. 3-14  Pieter Brueghel the Elder, The Procession to Cavalry, 1564, oil on canvas, 
124 cm × 170 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna 
 

 


