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Mr. HULOT’s HOLIDAY (LeS vacances de m. Hulot)
Saturday, February 5, 12:30 p.m. and 3:00 p.m.
Sunday, February 6, 1:00 p.m.

1953, 90 mins.
35mm print restored by the Cinémathèque Française. Print source: Janus Films.

Directed by Jacques Tati. Produced by Tati and Fred Orain. Written by Tati and Henri Marquet. Photographed by Jacques Mercanton and Jean Mousselle. Edited by Suzanne Baron, Charles Bretonieche, and Jacques Grassi. Production design by Roger Braicourt and Henri Schmitt. Music by Alain Romans.
Principal cast: Jacques Tati (as Monsieur Hulot), Nathalie Pascaud (as Martine), Micheline Rolla (as The Aunt), Raymond Carl (Waiter), Lucien Frégis (Hotel Proprieter), Valentine Camax (Englishwoman), Louis Perrault (Fred), André Dubois (The Major).
Essay by Dave Kehr from The International Dictionary of Films and Filmmakers (Perigee Books, 1985):

Les Vacances de M. Hulot is one of the most radical films ever made—the Sacre du printemps of the movies. If its radicalism has never been fully perceived—it has entertained audiences around the world, rather than scandalizing them—it is because Les Vacances is a comedy, and everyone knows that comedies aren’t to be taken seriously. But without Les Vacances, there would be no Jean-Luc Godard, no Jean-Marie Straub, no Marguerite Duras—no modern cinema. With his 1953 film, Jacques Tati drove the first decisive wedge between cinema and classical narration. To do so, Tati had to return to the prehistory of movies—the age of Lumière, Méliès, Porter, and their anonymous predecessors, before the story-telling priority was firmly encoded in the way films were shot and edited—in order to find a non-narrative way of seeing. The gaze of Tati’s camera is, as in the earliest films, almost entirely innocent: it does not make the value judgments, the selections of one element over another, that force a story out of an undifferentiated world. Tati shoots without prejudice, without priorities; he sees (or attempts to see, within the limits of the frame) everything…

The English version of Les Vacances is preceded by a warning: “Don’t look for a plot, for a holiday is meant purely for fun.” The disingenuous wording disguises a serious challenge to the audience—what regular filmgoer would agree that “plot” and “fun” were contradictory terms? For Tati, the renunciation of narrative is a liberating act; M. Hulot’s holiday will also be a vacation for the viewer, 93 minutes in which we are free to follow our own impulses, and not submit to the boss’s orders. The storyteller is no longer in charge; there’s no hurrying us from one event to another, telling us where to look, when to laugh, what to feel. Tati’s film is the exact opposite of “escapist” entertainment, in the sense that it doesn’t relieve us of our own emotions and perceptions. It offers another kind of escape, perhaps a more profound one—an escape from domination, from regimentation—a cinematic flight to freedom.

Les Vacances has no plot, but it does have a structure. The film begins and ends with images of waves washing on to an empty beach—images of permanence, steadiness, rhythmic motion. The steady, natural rhythm embodied by the waves is echoed in the film’s pronounced alteration of day and night; the film thus acquires a powerful and unique sense of real time marked by natural events. This rhythm is never monotonous—there is also a strong sense of ebb and flow of energy, of movement giving way to inertia and then regenerating itself. The day belongs to the outdoors—the open spaces of the beach, the sea, the countryside. Morning is announced by the beautiful blonde girl, Martine, standing on her balcony and looking down at the world below. She confers a sort of blessing, and the world comes into motion, energized by the lovely saxophone line with Alain Roman’s theme music. Night belongs to the hotel, with the guests crowded into the tiny lobby, silently reading, playing cards, or listening to the radio. Overlaid on this natural rhythm is the human rhythm of habit—exemplified by the ringing of the noontime dinner bell, but reflected in a dozen specific ways in the behavior of the minor characters—the businessman continually called away to the phone, the English couple out for their promenade, the student lecturing on radical politics. Repetition is a traditional comic device, but in Les Vacances, it acquires a transcendent, poetic quality; Tati seems to have captured the heartbeat of the world.
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