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About the Book

The full story of one of France’s greatest cinema legends, a clown whose film-making innovation was to turn everyday life into an art form.

Jacques Tati’s Monsieur Hulot, unmistakable with his pipe, brolly and striped socks, was a creation of slapstick genius that made audiences around the world laugh at the sheer absurdity of life. This biography charts Tati’s rise and fall, from his earliest beginnings as a music hall mime during the Depression, to the success of Jour de Fête and Mon Oncle, to Playtime, the grandiose masterpiece that left the once celebrated director bankrupt and begging for equipment to complete his final films.

Analysing Tati’s singular vision, Bellos reveals the intricate staging of his most famous gags and draws upon hitherto inaccessible archives to produce a unique assessment of his work and its context for film lovers and film students alike.
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Praise
   
“The best of the year’s biographies … David Bellos examines with perception and style how the creator of Monsieur Hulot staked a legitimate claim in a rapidly changing medium to the mantle once worn by Chaplin and Keaton”

JOHN COLDSTREAM, Daily Telegraph

“There is almost a convention that the lives of great comic geniuses reveal them as gloomy, glum individuals who had to contend with an inner darkness, so it is no surprise if David Bellos’s excellent biography turns out to be a sad book about one of the funniest men in cinéma history”

JOSEPH FARRELL, Glasgow Herald

“Full of insight as well as information … Bellos proves a lucid commentator on the meaning of this strange body of work”

JONATHAN COE, London Review of Books

“A studied, thoughtful biography … which explores Jacques Tati’s films with methodical care and precision”

IAN GRAHAM, Irish Independent

“Most movie stars would beg for a biography like this: shy of dumb hero worship, stoutly defensive of genuine inspiration, it throws nothing more than polite glances at the personal life of its subject, preferring to unpick the stitching of his jokes, or to step back and stare at the society from which he emerged, and which he could never quite bring himself to flay”

ANTHONY LANE, New Yorker

“An affectionate and shrewd biography of this master comedian”

DAVID JACOBSON, Wall Street Journal

“Bellos displays Monsieur Hulot’s unique gift with precision. As one might expect from the meticulous student of Balzac and the biographer of the eccentric Georges Perec, the analysis unfolds firmly within a French and artistic tradition rather than a fanzine gush. This is welcome and appropriate. Tati made very few films. What he gave to the cinéma owed as much to his participation in everyday life as it did to innovations in colour or scope. Bellos is a connoisseur of these pleasures and pretensions, an ideal observer of the po-faced man who moved imperturbably through the spectrum of the Gallic provinces, seaside resorts and dadaist modernity”

NOEL PURDON, Australian
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Preface

Jacques Tati – best known as his film persona, M. Hulot – was a mime of great genius, and the creator of four or five of the most entertaining yet mysterious films ever made: Jour de fête, Les Vacances de M. Hulot, Mon Oncle, Playtime, and, for some people, Trafic and Parade. All these films are commercially available on videotapes in France, Britain, the USA and many other countries; celluloid versions continue to be screened from time to time in commercial cinémas, and frequently in cinéma clubs the world over. Jacques Tati’s work is widely known. This book aims to show how it arose, and to make it a little better understood.

I am not a film critic, nor a film buff, and certainly not a fantasy film-maker (as I suspect many film critics are). What’s more, at least a dozen books about Tati have been written over the past forty years. They range from a beautiful photo-album put together by Marc Dondey to a very personal essay by the distinguished music critic Michel Chion. They include a straightforward if imperfect biography in English by James Harding, and well-organised theses by Brent Maddock, Lucy Fischer and other American film-studies scholars. (Details of these and other works will be found on pp. 367 ff. below.) All are worth reading – I have drawn on many of them in the following pages – but they do not tell me all that I wanted to know.

“The unravelling of a riddle is the purest and most basic act of the human mind,” wrote Vladimir Nabokov in a spoof review of his own autobiography. The life and work of Jacques Tati – and beyond that, the relationship between the two – constitute something of a brain-teaser: How did that man come to make those films? How and why do those films make a difference to the way we see cinéma, and the world around us? What exactly does M. Hulot mean? These are puzzles that all art sets us. I cannot claim to have solved the Tati riddle once and for all; but this book sets out in a single work rather more of the clues than have been available before.

My decision to write this book was made on the intuition, now a conviction, that Tati did not simply make a sequence of movies, like many another respectable, professional film director. He made a set of films which, taken together, is much more than the sum of its parts. He is the author of an oeuvre which deserves to be known and to be studied with the same respect, and to be understood through many of the same methods, that we bring to the work of any artist, working in oils, in words, or in film.

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 to the 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. What I have tried to do in this book, as in my previous study of Georges Perec, is to show how the combination of craftsmanship, observation, sensibility and intelligence (though in Tati’s case, of a rather special kind) lies at the source of meaningful art.

Jacques Tati was a man and an artist about as different from Georges Perec as can be imagined. Though I might perhaps have enjoyed a conversation with Perec, I doubt I would have lasted five minutes in the company of Tati. But I see no contradiction in seeking once again to present the man and the work as part of the same overall story, even if the relationship between the two – and the biographer’s relationship to each – is not a close or even necessary one.

A life is longer and fuller than any biography can be. I have tried to include all I know about the man and his work, but I am aware of many gaps that remain. There must be a thousand missing anecdotes and hundreds of absent facts about Tati. Could he cook? What did he like to eat? I haven’t been able to find out, in large measure because nearly all of Tati’s contemporaries reached the ends of their lives some time ago. But some missing chapters of this book may some day be written – for instance, the full business history of Cady-Films, Specta-Films and CEPEC, and a less speculative account of how Tati got through the years 1939–44 – if and when the relevant documents, which must have once existed, come to light. Others, too, may be able to write a fuller account of Tati’s relations with the artists, painters, musicians, and entertainers of his day. So this biography of Tati can hardly be considered the last word. I would rather see it as a part of a continuing, world-wide conversation about one of the outstanding creators of the twentieth century – surely the last of his kind.

D.B.

Princeton, N.J.

24 April 1999


Writing on Walls

As even occasional visitors grasp, the street-names of Paris embroider the urban fabric with a rich pattern of national history and culture. From Rue Clovis to Rue Charlemagne, from Quai Henri-IV to Pont Louis-Philippe, all the French kings have their places, as do scores of ministers, field marshals, physicists, biologists, war heroes and philosophers. Artists and creators are also commemorated in every quartier; in recent years, cultural heritage has spawned far more new place-names than military or political history. Pablo Picasso, Raymond Queneau and Louis Aragon now have their own metro stations, and streets have been named (or renamed) after Marcel Proust, Georges Perec and François Truffaut. But there has been another change in naming practice. As the old plates of blue-grey Volvic slate have been replaced with metal and now synthetic materials, the answers to the inevitable questions – “Papa, but who was Pierre Brossolette?” – have been supplied in small letters beneath the name: “French journalist and hero of the Resistance, 1903–1944”. These legends are but tiny ramparts against the tide of time and oblivion. Tolbiac, Arago, Trousseau, Isabey – men of achievement and distinction in their different fields – have all merged in most people’s minds into the streets and squares that bear their names.

Rue André Gide (“French writer, 1869–1951”) forms the edge of a model housing estate in central Paris, up against the tracks leading into Gare Montparnasse. A slab wall – painted beige and ochre – shuts it off from the messy sheds at the back end of the station. On three of the slabs are life-size plaster bas-reliefs of a tall and angular, pipe-smoking gentleman in a soft hat, bearing alternately a butterfly-net, a tennis racquet and an umbrella. Here there is no plaque, no name, and no legend. You are expected to understand that the High-Speed Train gliding along behind the wall will whisk you westwards to Nantes and Saint-Nazaire, whence a rickety bus, a bicycle, or even an old Amilcar will soon get you to the Hôtel de la Plage at Saint-Marc-sur-mer, the actual and largely unchanged location of M. Hulot’s unforgettable holiday.

Nearly fifty years after his creation, Jacques Tati’s M. Hulot remains an instantly recognisable figure in France, and in many other parts of the world. No street is named after Hulot or his creator in Paris, yet few other film icons have kept their place in people’s memory and imagination for so long. The obvious comparison is with the smaller but equally life-size image of a bowler-hatted tramp standing in the south-west corner of Leicester Square in London. The parallel with the “clever wee fellow” is inevitable, for American burlesque provides the essential context for Jacques Tati’s work as a maker of comedy films. But even though “Hulot” rhymes with Chaplin’s French nickname, “Chariot”, what Tati’s slow and dreamy films have to say lies in a quite different realm.

Tati’s six feature films deal explicitly with many of the more striking changes that took place between 1945 and 1975: urban renewal, the growth of a leisure society, and the rise of the motor car, for example. They offer us a history of modern France – a material history, couched in benign and comic terms, lacking entirely the intellectual pretension of the “New Wave” cinéma which belongs to the same period, and thus one which, in retrospect, seems all the more acute.

Those six films were made very slowly, by methods that were in some ways meticulous, not to say pernickety in the extreme, and yet in other ways amateur and dilatory. Tati sought and kept almost complete control over all aspects of his work, so his films were less directly constrained by commercial considerations than most film art. It is therefore quite proper to view them not just as charming comedies with a strong historical interest, but also as the crafted expression of a single creative personality. There is no reason not to approach them with the seriousness and respect we accord – for example – to the comedies of Molière.

The sources of Tati’s vision of the world go back much further than 1945, obviously enough. Our starting point, which is also the earliest part of the stories that Tati allowed to be told about his background, and probably the earliest that he knew of in any case, goes back to a time when Louis and Auguste Lumière had not yet invented the cinématographe.


Part One

Years of Practice

1907–1946
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ONE

French Family Tatischeff

Il n’est tresor que de vivre a son aise

FRANÇOIS VILLON

JACQUES TATI WAS born in 19071 – nine years after the making of the world’s first comedy short (L’Arroseur arrosé, 1898), four years after the birth of Raymond Queneau, two years after Sartre. He thus belonged to a generation for whom the Great War of 1914–18 was not a personal experience, only the subject of adult conversations overheard. But the lives of all French men and women of Tati’s age were broken in two by the Second World War and the German Occupation of France (1940–44).

The family name was (and remains) Tatischeff, which is to say, an aristocratic Russian name of great antiquity. Tati’s paternal grandfather, a hereditary count and nominally commander-in-chief of the Alexandrisky Hussars, found himself posted to Paris as military attaché in the Imperial Russian Embassy in the 1870s. There, he fell in love with a French girl, Rose-Anathalie Alinquant, by whom he had a son in 1875, whom he named Georges-Emmanuel. Not long after, Count Dmitri’s horse returned from the Bois de Boulogne without its rider: the count’s body was later found by the wayside. Officially, the death of the military attaché was counted as a regrettable riding accident. But according to papers now lost, someone had tampered with the horse’s stirrup straps.2 Family legend has it that Dmitri’s death was not an accident, but a murder, and that the commissioner if not the perpetrators of the crime were to be found in Moscow.

The supposition of a plot is made more plausible by what happened next. The following day, Dmitri’s infant son was kidnapped, and it soon transpired that he had been whisked off to Moscow, to be brought up as the sole male issue of the great house of Tatischeff. The boy’s mother – Jacques Tati’s grandmother – had thus lost both her lover and her child. She reacted with remarkable fortitude. She taught herself Russian, then got a job as a nanny in Moscow, and found out where Georges-Emmanuel was being kept. After years of waiting and planning, she organised an abduction of her own and brought the eight-year-old boy back to France. As she lived in fear of reprisals from a powerful Russian family (Russia and France were close allies in the 1880s), she settled well outside Paris, in the village of Le Pecq, nestling in one of the great loops of the Seine.

[image: JCAPE.TIF]

Fig. 1: Count Dmitri Tatischeff in the uniform of the Alexandrisky Hussars

True or false, this myth of origins has a mad and violent energy in utter contrast to the world of Jacques Tati’s films. Even if the supposed plot makes some kind of sense in terms of Russian rules about the transmission of aristocratic titles and fortunes (as Balzac had discovered to his chagrin thirty years before, Tsarist laws did not allow foreigners to come into titles or money through marriage or inheritance), it seems quite self-defeating all the same, since it involved disposing of the next-in-line with no assurance that the illegitimate child would survive. But the death of Count Dmitri and Georges-Emmanuel’s early years in Moscow – stories manifestly retold many times to Jacques Tati, and by him to his own children – left deep scars. According to his granddaughter, Georges-Emmanuel never really came to terms with the brutal disruptions of his childhood. He started out in life an orphan, became the object of a confusing international tug-of-love, and from the age of eight was his mother’s sole treasure. Was he Russian? Was he French? He resolved early on to owe nothing to Moscow. His illegitimacy was a stigma, to be hidden, or to be overridden, and he did so not by adopting another, or his mother’s, name, but by defining himself very firmly as a respectable citizen of the French Third Republic. Assimilation was in any case expected in that optimistic and self-confident society; nationality was a much looser concept then than it is now, and social class a much more important reality.

Georges-Emmanuel grew up in Le Pecq and went into business locally. He set up or perhaps took over a coal-supply business at Port-Marly in the later 1890s, but he was happy to abandon it in 1903 when he married the daughter of a more prosperous local artisan-trader.3 Claire Van Hoof was herself of mixed descent, Dutch on her father’s side and Italian on her mother’s. From her, Jacques acquired at least a smattering of Dutch, which would be re-awakened when he shot his last major fiction film, Trafic, with a largely Dutch crew on location in the Netherlands. So it is hardly correct to think of Tati as a French film-maker “of Russian descent”, as many reference sources state: by descent, if that means anything very much nowadays, he was a European cocktail, part Italian, part Dutch, part Russian and part French, and in that sense not untypical of the twentieth-century population of France. Apart from the name of Tatischeff and a lumbering dreaminess that people describe as “typically Slav” – the man himself set his bouts of gloom and depression against his “Russian side” – Tati inherited nothing from his paternal grandfather.4 Neither Jacques nor his elder sister Odette (born 1905, and later called by her middle name, Nathalie) ever spoke a word of Russian, nor did they have any contact with the country, save for Jacques’s attendance at two film festivals when he was already a world-famous film director. Throughout his life, Tati seemed to others and to himself as French as garlic sausage; when asked, as he often was, what difference his Russian ancestry made, he would usually just shrug his shoulders, and pass on to the next question.5

Georges-Emmanuel, brought up an only child by a single parent in the village of Le Pecq, never moved away from his French roots, and it was there that Jacques Tati was brought up too. Le Pecq is really the lower part of the ancient and noble town of Saint-Germain-en-Laye. With its vast chateau (which now houses the National Museum of Antiquities), its cavalry garrison, and its extensive forest, Saint-Germain is more than a mere suburb of Paris. Even if it is now the terminus of the express metro line, it remains a town with a distinctive, upper middle-class, not to say aristocratic identity. It was and remains a well-heeled, prestigious, and smart place to live.
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Fig. 2: Georges-Emmanuel Tatischeff in French military uniform, circa 1915
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Fig. 3: Jacques Tatischeff at his First Communion

Tati’s mother was the daughter of a high-class picture-framer, whose business, Cadres Van Hoof, had premises in the very centre of Paris, near Place Vendôme. Georges-Emmanuel seems to have acquired rapidly both the technical and the managerial skills that made him his father-in-law’s natural successor. Cadres Van Hoof was a flourishing firm from around the turn of the century, and supplied antique and modern frames to museums and collectors, and also to artists who did not always find it easy to pay in cash. But old man Van Hoof would not accept payment in kind; family legend had it that he had turned down three Van Goghs that would have made them all millionaires in due course.6

On their marriage, Tati’s parents moved into a grand, brand-new house in Rue de L’Ermitage at Le Pecq. There was staff to keep the large garden in order, to run the stables and to drive the automobile that the Tatischeffs acquired in 1903; and at its peak the framing business employed as many as twenty-five workers.7 Georges-Emmanuel was already a man of substance; he grew richer by clever operations on the Bourse. Later on, after the Russian Revolution, Georges-Emmanuel must have thanked his lucky stars for having turned out to be a French citizen instead of ending up like so many other Russian aristocrats as a cab-driver in Paris, Berlin or New York, with nothing more than a useless Nansen passport to their names.

As a prosperous middle-class family, the Tatischeffs brought up their children in a firm, conventional, one could say Edwardian manner. Mme Van Hoof, née Teresa-Maria Rizzi, Tati’s Italian maternal grandmother, lived with the family, and insisted on the observance of religious as well as social proprieties. (All links with Russia having been abandoned, Catholicism was accepted as the family faith.) Fish on Fridays, without exception; attendance at church on Sundays was obligatory; and Jacques did service as a choirboy. The children did not dine with their parents until they were well into their teens.8
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Fig. 4: The family business, Rue de Caumartin, 1929

Both of Jacques’s parents being only children, the boy had no first cousins, no aunts, and no uncle: Mon Oncle, Tati’s Oscar-winning film of 1958, can thus only be about an uncle Tati never had. As for more distant family, no links were maintained on his father’s Russian side; most of his mother’s cousins were in Holland, Italy, and elsewhere. Jacques grew up as the only male of his generation, amongst his two grandmothers, his bewhiskered grandpa Van Hoof, his mother, and his elder sister. He was looked after by an English nanny, Miss Brammeld; he was tutored at the piano by a Mlle Saulx.9 And what about the only adult male in his environment, Georges-Emmanuel? “My father was a man of strong character,” Tati said to Penelope Gilliatt in the 1970s. “I wish he could have been a bit more like the Uncle in Mon Oncle …”10 To a Swedish interviewer, he expressed his retrospective disappointment, and his childhood frustration, a little more firmly: “[My father] was the owner of the family. I think that was a little bit wrong.”11
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Fig. 5: Georges-Emmanuel Tatischeff on horseback, circa 1925

War broke out when Jacques was not quite seven years old. French cinéma, which then dominated the world through the twin empires of Pathé Frères and Gaumont, went into sharp decline. If Jacques and Nathalie were taken to the movies in their childhood years, they would most likely have seen more American than French-made comedy films from 1915 on. All that is known about Jacques’s early exposure to the popular arts, however, is that around the time that the war broke out, he was taken to see the strange exuberant dwarf entertainer known as Little Tich. This English music-hall performer wore shoes nearly as long as his little legs, and delighted audiences in Paris and London with acrobatic tomfoolery of a quite unique kind. Tati never forgot that experience, and in later life he often came back to his memory of Little Tich, who, he said, had invented the entire art of cinéma burlesque. When he came to London in 1969 to give a lecture at the National Film Theatre, he insisted on running the one surviving clip of Little Tich doing his act.12

In 1914, Georges-Emmanuel joined the forces, as did all men of military age, and left for the duration. Unlike a very large number of his contemporaries, he survived that great butchery in the trenches. But during those four years of war, the children’s environment became even more exclusively female. Young Jacques saw only women around him, except at school, and on those rare and unpredictable occasions when his father returned home on leave. One such occurred in the summer of 1916, when the women and children were on holiday at Mers-les-bains, on the Channel coast. The occasion stuck in Tati’s mind.


My father had some leave. He came to see us dressed in full uniform. He didn’t have the right to take it off, except for a swim. There he stood, on the beach, in military blue. Like a gamekeeper keeping an eye on us. I often think of that scene.13



Thirty-five years later, with his painter-friend Jacques Lagrange, Tati searched far and wide for seaside locations in which to shoot Les Vacances de M. Hulot. Saint-Marc-sur-mer, near Saint-Nazaire, the location finally chosen, resembles Mers-les-bains only in the sense that it is a small seaside resort, with a hotel actually on the beach. All the same, the whole idea of the film was to recapture and to fix the essence of a “holiday-by-the-sea”, an essence that is inextricably bound up with the memory of childhood, for Tati if not for most of us. For in all of Tati’s many reminiscences, in scores of interviews published all over the world14 as well as in memoirs dictated into a tape recorder, the earliest memory mentioned, and repeated many times, is of that holiday when the Father appeared as a stranger to the child.

Jacques was a placid boy, a natural idler – in contrast to his sister, forever in a rush. He could spend hours in his room doing nothing very much. On occasions, his sister surprised him at solitary games of make-believe in front of the mirror, putting on different hats; for a time, he spent much of his pocket money on fanciful headgear.15 It was a form of fun and mime that he would take up again decades later, with his friends the Bergerons, who kept a supply of real and party hats in the cupboard in the hall of their flat in the sixteenth arrondissement. However late the hour, Tati would never leave one of the Bergerons’ soirées without first trying on a hat or two, and miming a character to go with it. It became his regular way of saying farewell.16
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Fig. 6: Jacques and Nathalie Tatischeff, Mers-les-bains, circa 1916

Young Tatischeff grew quickly and seemed disinclined to stop. By the age of sixteen he was more a lamp-post than a lad, measuring 1m92.17 Average heights were lower then than now, so we must imagine young Tatischeff not just as a tall adolescent, but as a beanstalk, an embarrassment to himself if not to others. Because of his precocious height, whenever there was a funeral, he was regularly chosen to carry the cross at the head of the procession of choirboys from the church to the graveside. As a consequence, he regularly stood by the freshly-dug grave, and close to the weeping mourners. Watching the coffin slowly descend into the earth, hearing the wails and sniffles of those around him, young Jacques wanted to cry too. But he couldn’t. He had to behave like the big boy that he was.18

These two memories – of the Father by the sea, of stifled tears at the graveside – are of course not real memories of Jacques’s childhood, but the traces that the celebrity Tati chose to leave, or to place, in interviews he gave to the press and in anecdotes recounted over canteen meals with his younger staff. Both of them suggest an awkwardness about emotion: they are not memories of a happy childhood, or of childhood happiness; they are perhaps best seen as signals of the adult Tati’s awareness of some kind of emotional disarray in his early years.

Tati never rebelled directly against the values and the style of his stiff, respectable and perhaps rather cold home background. M. Hulot’s manners, be they ever so ineptly implemented, are precisely those that Tati must have learned in the nursery and at table at Le Pecq. More striking is the almost complete absence of expressions of strong emotion from Tati’s films, which is similarly identical to the art de vivre of the strictest bourgeoisie. Superficially, at least, Tati the film-maker remained faithful to the principles and style of his childhood home; the comedy of manners that he invented stops short of being satirical, and is in no sense a tool of revenge.

Tati in his teens was literally head and shoulders above his classmates, but academically he fell short of the mark. He went to a good school, and had all the home support that modest wealth could provide, including extra coaching at home; but little that he was taught stayed very long in his head. His father would have liked him to have a profession – say, to be an engineer – but there was never the slightest prospect of that. “Modern life is designed for the top boys in the class,” Tati would repeat when asked to justify the superficial anti-modernism of some of his later work, “and I would like to defend all the others.” Indeed, Tatischeff was so far from top at the lycée that he never even sat the baccalaureate examination. He dropped out of school around the age of sixteen, and went to work for his father.

Tati is only one of many clever and creative people to have appeared dull and dreamy at school – Einstein and Georges Perec are two other examples. Tati, though, is different: for he remained rather obtuse in the eyes of most others even when at the height of his powers. He was rarely at ease explaining himself in words; and at least one of Tati’s close associates suspected that he never really got the hang of basic arithmetic.19 An American journalist once asserted that Tati had “a much better mind than Steven’s [Spielberg]”,20 but most people who actually crossed Tati’s path could see that he was not, in any conventional or ordinary sense of the word, a clever man.21 “Tati was not at all an intellectual,” wrote Jean-Claude Carrière, who had been taken into an editing studio for the first time by Tati in 1957. “Anything but.”22

Tati never sought to hide his dull start in life, and was only too ready to admit that he had no real education at all. “My academic credentials could be written out in full on the back of a postage stamp!” he declared to Jean L’Hôte; and to his old schoolmistress, who wrote to congratulate him once he had become famous, he replied without false modesty:


I well remember the trouble you took to try to teach me something. I’ve forgotten everything you ever tried so patiently to get into my head, but I do remember you as a kind and gentle teacher.23



In his earlier films, Tati plays characters defined by stupidity: the make-believe boxer of Soigne ton gauche, the cycling postman of L’Ecole des facteurs and (even more markedly) the remodelled François of Jour de fête are variants on a single comic theme, that of the dimwit. M. Hulot is a more complex creation, but he too does not quite understand how things actually work (especially when confronted with gadgets and machines, as in Mon Oncle). Tati’s retrospective descriptions of himself as an unintelligent child may be part of the creation of his public persona as a dimwit-clown, but that is not a reason to doubt the truth of it. Tati had no education to speak of, not for lack of opportunity, but for lack of ability and will. He was just a very dull boy.

Only one anecdote of Jacques’s school years remains. The English teacher used an early form of “direct method”, and got the boys to act out the sentences that they were learning by repetition and rote. Tati’s turn came, and his sentences were: “I open the door” and “I close the door”. He made his way to the door, held the handle, and mimed the role whilst the teacher said, “I open the door”, “I close the door”. Now Tati had to repeat: “I open the door,” as he opened the door. Then an idea came to him. “I close the door,” he said, as he closed it, from outside, having left the classroom, not in protest, but as a kind of experimental gag.

The stunt does not seem to have been motivated by hostility, or by the desire to make a point about language pedagogy. However, in his reminiscences, Tati claims to have learned a lot about comedy from the position he had put himself in, outside the classroom. The whole class was holding its breath waiting to see what would happen next. Should he go back in, with a big grin on his face? Should he go and hide in the lavatories until the next lesson? Which would be funnier – the suspense in the classroom as his absence grew longer, or his triumphant return? In the end Tati slipped out of school and went home, and only heard the next day what a furore his inconclusive stunt had caused.

Marc Dondey begins his excellent study of Jacques Tati with this anecdote, just as Tati began his own tape-recorded memoirs with it, as if to say: that was the birth of the comedian in me. It is a gag without a punch-line or a comic reversal, indeed without a conclusion at all; and like some of M. Hulot’s strange antics, it seems motivated more by shyness than by malice.

The Tatischeff family continued to take summer holidays by the sea, in resorts that were at the height of fashion; and there are more recorded memories of Jacques’s holiday escapades than there are of his times at school or at work. On one holiday, which must have been in the years immediately after the end of the First World War, he teamed up in Deauville with a school chum to enter a Charleston competition, which, to their delight, they won. The friend was called Bruno Coquatrix: he would become one of France’s leading popular song-writers, and above all a musical impresario and the owner of the vast Olympia variety theatre. (Neither of them made it to the World Championships, held at the Albert Hall in London. It was won in 1926 by a Russian immigrant who later, under the name of Lew Grade, became Britain’s biggest light entertainment impresario, and a member of the House of Lords.) Tati’s dancing talent can be seen in several of his films (notably, in L’Ecole des facteurs and Jour de fête); but there is unfortunately no visual record of an evening at the Deauville film festival, one year in the 1970s, when he took the floor with … Marguerite Duras.

The Tatischeffs spent the summer of 1924 at Saint-Tropez, and it was there that seventeen-year-old Jacques first invented a mime sketch, which amused beach-goers no end. He acted out the movements and gestures of a football goalkeeper, and entitled his little act Football vu par un gardien de but (“Football from a goalkeeper’s view”). Later on, for reasons of professional rivalry, Tati had the date and nature of this first performance certified by the general secretary of the Fédération Française de Football Association.24 There is no reason to think that Tati had an inkling at the age of seventeen that his summer amusement bore the seed of a whole career; and Georges-Emmanuel Tatischeff could not have imagined that his only son might really be a clown. But the FFFA confirmed fifteen years later that the act as performed on the beach in Saint-Tropez was, “without the slightest alteration”, identical to the one that Tati had gone on to perform, to vast acclaim, on the music-hall stage.

Apart from dancing and clowning, Jacques had no noticeable gifts. He wasn’t much good at drawing, showed little musical talent (though he could hum in tune), and never really managed to bang out Beethoven’s Turkish March on the keys, despite his mother’s insistence on piano practice. Being very large, he could often win at tennis, which his father also played. But his favourite pastime, and the one activity at which he did acquire a high level of skill, was horse-riding. Saint-Germain was a splendid place for riding practice; and in the bridleways and tracks of the forest he would often come across cavalry officers from the local garrison, who took some interest in the tall local lad so obviously at ease in the saddle. The happy result of these chance encounters turned out to be the most enjoyable year of Tati’s youth, and his first real experience of comedy – in the French cavalry.
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Fig. 7: Jacques Tatischeff in his teens
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Fig. 8: M. Hulot defeated by a white horse, 1953


TWO

The Framing Business

WHEN HE LEFT school, Tatischeff junior was taken on as an apprentice in a business managed by his father but still the property of his grandfather Van Hoof. The hierarchy was as simple as it was strict. Father and son would walk down to the suburban railway station every morning, where Georges-Emmanuel would board the first-class carriage, and young Jacques would get into a third-class compartment for the short journey to Gare Saint-Lazare, and thence on foot to the workshop, in Rue de Caumartin up to 1929, and in Rue de Castellane thereafter.

High-class picture framing is a skill, a business, and also a minor art in the service of a greater one. Its aim, in the account that Tati gave his assistants and hangers-on in a hundred if not a thousand working lunches later on, was to attract attention not to the frame but to the picture inside it: the perfect frame was supposed to be one you could hardly see.25 A self-denying, not a self-designating work of art, a picture-frame is the embodiment of twin concepts of modesty and perfection. When holding court, Tati often irritated his younger listeners by asserting the transferability of those simple ideas to the cinéma. For a film-frame (that is to say, the tableau to be seen on screen) is set in a picture-frame that is simply the absence of light, the blacked-out surround of the cinéma screen. It might have been less confusing if in the cinéma a frame were called a tableau; but there is no doubt that Tati’s idea of what was worthy of being in a film frame was derived from his years of boredom and practice in the picture-framing trade.

Tati was supposed to be preparing himself for the competitive entrance examination to the Ecole Nationale des Arts et Métiers, which would in principle have given him a proper training and a recognised qualification. He attended classes at the Ecole professionnelle Hanley, at Choisy-le-Roi; but he failed the examination, because his maths papers were too weak. So he remained just an apprentice; there was no automatic staircase for him just because he was the next in line.26

It was his grandfather Van Hoof who taught him how to gild: by very slow, patient application of minuscule layers of gold paint into each little fold, each curl, each tiny scroll of the ornate classical frames that Cadres Van Hoof dealt with. Tati would certainly try his listeners’ patience in later years with the slow, mimed repetition of how he had learned his first métier, making them feel the unending burden of the search for the perfect finish. Once, when Tati was particularly proud of a frame he had done, his grandfather made him take it all to pieces again – because it was allegedly too good for the picture, and thus too visible.27 The anecdote is probably just an example of outdated ideas about how to train youngsters (by making them know their place – at the bottom), but it is one that also served to justify Tati’s often erratic behaviour with respect to the work of his assistants, and to his own. Like his grandfather, he was perfectly capable of saying: No, that’s not quite right. You’ll have to do it all over again.
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Fig. 9: The workshop at Rue de Caumartin, 1929

The painter Claude Schurr, whom Tati roped in for the dance-floor sequences of Playtime, recalls a quite maddening example of Tati’s perfectionism. On the huge set of the “Royal Garden” restaurant, a very large cast had spent all day rehearsing and shooting a tiny three-second shot of the wildly dancing crowd. It seemed to have gone pretty well when it was time to break set and go home. But no. A waiter who crosses one part of the frame and who has had his trouser-seat torn on the knobs of the Royal Garden insignia that decorate all the dining chairs, was wearing plain white underpants that day. The continuity required striped underpants. In the multiple action seen in the shot, and in a shot so brief, no spectator could possibly notice the blemish. But that was not good enough. It would all have to be done again.28

In his youth and ever after, Tati never read anything very much nor did he like writing things down: “I hardly read anything and I don’t watch many films. I am not a cultivated person.”29 Tati’s cultural life in his formative years can thus only be guessed at. He must have gone to bars and cabarets, he must have listened to popular songs, and he presumably went to the cinéma, like everyone in the 1920s. We can only assume that Tati saw the comic shorts made (mostly in America) by the French music-hall artist Max Linder, who took his own life in 1925; he could hardly have escaped Chaplin; and he must have acquired his fondness for Buster Keaton in the years of the silent screen. Over thirty years later Tati, in association with Raymond Rohauer, bought no less than 160 kilometres of early silent comic shorts (the whole stock of Educational Pictures, Inc.),30 with a view to adding sound tracks to some and then re-releasing them throughout Europe, or at least in the single cinéma he then leased in Rue de Rennes. He never quite got round to carrying out his plan, but it is hard to imagine that this act of fidelity to the classic comedies of the 1920s was not based on warm memories of seeing them when the films were still fresh and new.

If only by osmosis, he must also have acquired familiarity with the wide range of classical and contemporary European art that passed through the framing shop. This background explains why he felt at ease in later life with painters like Lagrange and Schurr, as well as with art dealers and art historians, such as René Huyghe, who became a family friend; but Tati himself never claimed to be a connoisseur, and he collected puppets and models of clowns much more than old masters, when he had the means to do so. Nonetheless, the “painterly eye” remained an important concept for him in his adult career. First in the scenario of Les Vacances de M. Hulot, and then in the remake of Jour de fête, he wanted a designated painter on screen to look in a particular way at the visible world of the film, so as to guide the spectator towards an appropriate way of viewing it. And if in his films there are quite a few frames that recall canvases by Dufy, Toulouse-Lautrec, and Cezanne, it is almost certainly due not to reading art history or to visiting museums, but to memories of actual pictures he had spent long hours trying to frame in the family atelier. But in his youth, Tati did not enjoy the learning experience; he did not enjoy working for his father, and, most obviously of all, he did not enjoy the experience of work as such. The subjects and titles of his films say it very simply: from a day off (Jour de fête) to a holiday by the sea (Les Vacances de M. Hulot), and to Playtime, Tati sought to celebrate leisure, not work, “time out” and not his time “in”. It must have been a huge relief to the young man when he reached the age of twenty, and was called up. The dismal grind of the daily commute for eight hours’ labour in the framing business came at last to a halt.


THREE

The Cavalier

FRANCE WAS AT peace, and the army in clover. The survivors of the slaughter of 1914–18 were national heroes, and wore their decorations with pride. Thanks to the terms of the Treaties of Versailles, France was once again a wealthy nation: by 1929, there were but a thousand men unemployed in the entire country, and even as late as 1931, gold reserves stood at the mountainous total of fifty-five billion francs. France’s military budget was consequently huge; army life was not especially unpleasant. Conscription was universal, but as France was not at war, it was not physically dangerous, nor was it unpopular. For many young men, Tatischeff amongst them, national service offered release from the home environment, and a memorable year of laddish fun.

The French, like the British, could not conceive that the millions who had died in the trenches had given their lives in vain: in 1928, few believed and even fewer dared suggest that the “war to end all wars” would ever have to be fought again. So the French army, and most especially its splendidly archaic cavalry regiments, organised themselves to make the most of everlasting calm.

Tati was very lucky. A cavalry regiment was stationed in the barracks in the centre of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, just over a mile from the family home, and the colonel had had plenty of occasion to notice a tall and competent young horseman showing off his skills in the local bridleways. Such a man could help solve one of the colonel’s abiding problems. Although he had officers aplenty who rode well, he could hardly use them to groom, exercise and service the very large stable of racing and show horses that he had under his command; but in usual military fashion the recruitment bureau sent him conscripts most of whom hardly knew which end of a horse to tie a nosebag to. Experienced horsemen in “other ranks” were hard to find and keep. So strings were pulled, and Tati was allocated to the regiment that wanted him, the XVIe Dragons (Sixteenth Dragoons), just up the hill from home.

The regiment was at that time less a fighting force than a social institution. Many of its career officers were the dimmer sons of impoverished nobility, with little chance of restoring their fortunes in business or government service. For them, a cavalry regiment was both a refuge from the harsher environment outside, and a social launching ramp. It provided them with splendid uniforms and handsome mounts on which to display themselves to advantage in the unending round of gymkhanas and military parades. They got their keep and their pay for doing nothing much else, whilst waiting to be introduced to an acceptable heiress at one or another of the functions which the army put on for the local civilians.31

At the other end of the social scale, the regiment served also to give a common French identity to conscripts from widely different backgrounds and from many different regions of France: peasants, factory workers, carpenters, hairdressers, office clerks, and students, speakers of Gascon patois, Parisian slang, and Alsatian dialects – all had to learn to live together and to acquire at regulation speed the same military routines of mounting a horse, walking it, then trotting, learning to gallop, to jump, and finally to charge, drawn sabre in hand, screaming abuse at imaginary Boches in the bushes of the forest of Saint-Germain. It was the very model of a bonding experience.
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Fig. 10: Tati (far right) and comrades, Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 1928

Tati had a whale of a time as a trooper. It is no coincidence that the only social background that is given to the M. Hulot of Playtime is his army service. In one key sequence, Hulot is hailed by the restaurant doorman (played by Tony Andall) driving the “Royal Garden” delivery van, in an episode designed to connect the hotel and exhibition “chapters” to the evening at the restaurant; and then by Schneider, the portly parvenu who lives in one of the “fishbowl” flats. Both these characters greet Hulot as a long-lost army friend: “Alors, Hulot, l’Armée!” is what we hear (just about) from Tony Andall; “Hulot! Hulot! L’Armée!” is Schneider’s greeting. Despite all that happened to the French Army between 1928 and 1967, the military reference remains a notation of conviviality in the steel-and-glass newtown of Playtime.

Tati shared the life of the other conscripts, but was exempt from much of the suffering they endured during training, since he was a skilled rider already. “In retrospect,” he recalled in his conversations with Jean L’Hôte in 1980, “I realise that, for sheer comic effect, no clown, no supposedly amusing film, can match the first riding lesson of a squad of raw recruits.” The officer first gives a demonstration, repeating it several times over to underscore his control over the animal and over the troops. Then the recruits stand by their mounts, and, at the officer’s bawled sequence of commands, try to jump on to their horses. “The show that is then put on really deserves an audience,” Tati said.


Faced with a task of such difficulty, the young soldiers’ first reflex is to imagine that if they disregard the official method and invent one that they think will suit them better, they will manage to mount their horses more easily. So they look as though they are trying to jump a wall, and the result of such attempts obviously leaves a lot to be desired. The horses understand straight away that they can do what they like … So they stroll around the ring, nodding to each other as they pass, or sniffing each other if they’re interested … No longer man’s finest conquest, the horses behave like guests at a high-class equestrian garden-party …



Of course it is mildly amusing to watch people doing something innocuous with incompetence; but the comedy Tati watched more closely was a comedy of manners, or more precisely, a comedy of social class. The working-class lad would hold on to the horse’s neck or mane as if it was a handlebar (for cycling was then very much a working-class sport); the peasant lad would sit astride the stallion as if he was on a thickset shire horse; the office worker would sit up straight and pull the reins back tight as if he was sitting at a typing desk; and so on. There is one short film, Cours du soir, shot by Nicolas Ribowski on the set of Playtime in 1966, where Tati can be seen demonstrating his social theory of horseback-posture; the sequence is the only known movie record of Tati’s equestrian skills, but it hardly seems very funny any more. Many of the social types satirised no longer exist; indeed, the whole concept of “social types” seems outmoded, if not downright reactionary. It is actually quite uncharacteristic of Tati’s miming in general, which nearly always reproduces activities, not “types”.

In the army, Tati’s superior skills as a rider did not exempt him from the humbler tasks of an unpromoted cavalryman:


I had done a lot of riding, but I had never been a stable boy. The job involves sacrificing a night’s sleep to ensure that the thirty horses in your charge have an excellent rest. The problem is that you have to leave the stables in the morning in the same state of absolute cleanliness as you found them at the start of the watch. That means leaving not the slightest trace of dung on the floor.

An old hand who had done plenty of nights before gave me some precious advice: “Tatischeff! If you wait until the morning to clean up, you’ll never manage!”

So there I sat on a stool at the end of the stable, with thirty equine haunches in my line of sight. I didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes, the regular alignment of thirty tails was broken by one that rose up and thus provided necessary warning. I rushed to it with a bucket which I got into place just in time. My first victory. A good part of the night was spent in just such to-ing-and-fro-ing with a bucket. And sitting on my little stool, I began to smile. I had just thought of how proud my parents were when they told people that their “big boy was in the cavalry”. – Yes indeed, I was in the cavalry! Up to my neck in it!32



With his skills and his local base, Tati seems to have been a ringleader when it came to larks and japes. The most curious of these was an elaborate plan, successfully executed, intended to scare the wits out of a junior officer who came back to his quarters every Sunday night with a skinful of drink. Although his room was on the first floor, above the stables, he stumbled back one night, fumbled with the latch, opened the door – and found a white horse standing over his bed. Tatischeff had organised a whole squad to get the horse up the stairs. But once the joke had been shared – the whole regiment apparently found it quite hilarious – it was up to Tatischeff to get the horse down again. And that was no simple task.

Nearly fifty years later, Elisabeth Wennberg, who knew Tati well from having worked for him on Parade, rang the maestro in Paris. She had heard he was coming to Stockholm for the re-release of Trafic; would he like to appear on the television talk-show she was then running? Sure, said Tati, in his approximate English. “All I need for my act is a white horse – in a cupboard.” The request was bizarre, but Tati was firm: he would appear on the show only if there was a white horse in a cupboard. Swedish TV did the necessary. Tati’s “act” on the show was to open the cupboard and to lead the horse round the studio, whilst the rock band “Kiss” played on. Nobody, bar an implausible French spectator of Swedish TV who had done his military service in the Sixteenth Dragoons in 1928, could possibly have got the joke. Indeed, nobody had much idea what Tati was up to, and put it all down to the whim of an ageing star for whom the Swedes had a particular affection.
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Fig. 11: Tati and a white horse, Stockholm, 1975

Tati saw his army service as the time when he woke up to the comedy of life. Many scenes of military nonsense remained sharply etched in his memory, or at any rate came back to him with great vividness in his old age: more than half of the memoirs he spoke into Jean L’Hôte’s tape recorder in 1980 consist of anecdotes from the mere twelve months that he spent in the Sixteenth Dragoons. The scenes that he then recalled have a family resemblance, naturally enough, and are also presented, perhaps too explicitly, as lessons about the construction of comic gags. But that is no reason to think of the anecdotes as anything but authentic.

Tatischeff, promoted to the rank of sergeant (maréchal des logis), had to do sentry duty. That was less easy than it sounds, because the barracks were right in the middle of town with the sentry post on the main street. On one such occasion, Tati’s grandmother approached, bearing a neatly-tied paper package held by a fancy ribbon. The soldier standing at his post carried on looking straight ahead. Grandma came right up to him, smiling. “Look what I’ve brought you!” Tati tried not to bat an eyelid. “Jacques, say something to your grandma! I’ve brought you a cake!” Looking straight ahead, speaking in a whisper from the corner of his mouth, Tati tried to explain to his grandmother that she just couldn’t approach a soldier on sentry duty like that. He failed, and ended up standing for the rest of his duty with a dainty cake-box hanging from his little finger, by a ribbon.

It was in the army too that Tati met men who were a lot dimmer than he was. One such simply could not memorise the names and insignia of military ranks, and Tati was detailed to tutor him. He found that he could indeed get the man to repeat the sequence by rote, but that when he asked him a question out of order, he got almost random replies. For fun, he taught him a ridiculous parallel sequence involving the height of the hats of the different echelons of the political ladder, from mayor to member of parliament to minister and president. So when his pupil underwent his formal interrogation by the captain, he reeled off in sequence not only the ladder of military ranks and their corresponding stripes and pips, but also the joke-hierarchy of politicians and their hats. “So who taught him this nonsense!!?” Tatischeff was the obvious and only possible culprit; but he seems to have got off scot-free, for all the laughter that his jape provoked.

Towards the end of his service, the regiment was modernised, at least to the extent of adding motorised half-tracks to the cavalry’s traditional means of locomotion. Tati drove one of these vehicles a few times, and on one occasion felt the front tyre blow out. One of the troopers went to inspect the damage and came back quite relieved: “Don’t worry, sarge, it’s only the bottom bit that’s burst.”

However, the character that, according to Tati, had the greatest impact on his sense of comedy and of life was a hairdresser named Lalouette. Lalouette was a happy, inoffensive fellow who seemed simply not to notice that the army was different. He said “sir” to the officers, instead of mon capitaine, mon colonel and so forth as required, and, when rebuked, offered sincere apologies, saying once again, “I’m so sorry, sir.” He was quite hopeless as a horseman, and was also forever losing things. But, undaunted and as it were blind to the reality of his situation, he would blithely walk up to senior officers and ask, with normal civilian deference, if they hadn’t perhaps seen his grooming brush lying around somewhere … Lalouette wandered through his military service like the “Ivan Durak” of Russian folklore – stupid and innocent to a degree that made him untouchable, almost a holy fool. Even the rattiest of NCOs gave up trying to teach him a lesson, as it was obvious that Lalouette would take everything in the same impenetrably unruffled manner. On several occasions Tati explicitly attributed the original inspiration of Hulot to this irrecuperable conscript33; he also used the name in a comedy sketch on “Le Rugby militaire” that he put on with his rugby-club chums in the 1930s.34 In Tati’s description, Lalouette was never able to see or share the joke that he constituted; the humour of the situation lay in the exasperated reactions of the officers, rather than in the inappropriate, but unremarkable and never malicious behaviour of Lalouette. From this, Tati extracted the first principle of his own kind of comedy, which he was forever at pains to distinguish from Chaplin’s: Comedy lies not in the actions of the comedian, but in the comedian’s ability to reveal the comic dimension of others.

The few surviving anecdotes of Tati’s school years, early training and military service hardly add up to the education of a comedy star, let alone of a creator. Yet the foundations of his later work must lie here, in these years of idling, in the proprieties of middle-class life that Tati never claimed to find stifling, in the horse-riding, and in the human comedy that opened up for him in the Sixteenth Dragoons. They must lie here, in holiday memories, in church parades, in classroom humiliations, not because all works of art are necessarily autobiographical, but because Tati was the very opposite of an inventor. He liked to say he was an observer and a realist. And nothing is so well observed, nothing is so real, as what we see for the first time, in childhood, adolescence and youth.
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Fig, 12: Military pageant, 10 June 1928. Tati in the uniform of a carabinier of 1809
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