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Boredom on the Beach: Triviality
and Humor in Les Vacances

de Monsieur Hulot

He is capable of f i lmingabeach scene sirnplv to shorv that the chi ldren bui ld-
ing a sandcerstle drorvn the sr>und ol the rvitvc rvith their cries. He rvill also
shoot a scene l;ecause just at thrrt l)tonlent a rvinclow' is opening in ir house
arvav in the background, and a rvindou'openin{-w'ell, that's funnr'. That is
rvhat interests Tati .  Evervthing and nothing. Blacles of grass, a kite, chi ldren.
a l i t t le old man, anvthing, evervthing rvhich is at once reir l ,  bizarre, and
charming. Jacrlues Tati has a feeling for conred."- becluse he has a feeling for
strangeness.

-Jean-Luc Godard, Codard on Codard, I9i2

T H E  D O \ I I } - A N T

IN Cnaprrn l ,  I  suggested thrrt  the dominant is one of the neoforrnal-

- t , | - ist crit ic's n.rost inrportant tools. The basic definit ion of the tenn is
( c E t .  q € } . i [  .  r

;i lr '., simple.enough.: the domitrant-is a h"mal principle that conjrols t[e
i" ,;ffi- @ the locrl to the global, foregrog4ling some

= & "; devices an{lU_bSf-dqSlltg others. As Tvnjanov put it, '1!ry9!9s 
does

y rlE{.19t "L.-qr "*;";;"-"f 
-compo.,e'ts 

on ih" basis of "fr,rlit,r, it pre-
|  ' t '5:4 suppuses the preeminence of one group of elements and the result i r rs" /\i lLt \"t defornution of other elements."l In practice, however, the dominant

can be a difffcult concept to applv; using various statements on the
sul>ject by the Russian Formalists and lirter commentirtors, I shall at-
tempt in this chapter to provicle a lnore clear-cut l ' ieu' of ho*' the an-
alvst can go about formulating a dotninirnt for a tvork.

l^, , At f irst. the dorninant wolf]d_lggm to be sirnph'anttther',vord for

,1" ' j1 la,  urr i t r ' .  f i r r  i r  s t r r rc t r r re that  t IT; i l l rc th--er  a l l  t l re  c ler ices of ' r r  rvork in to
> ' \ k ( . a t s o r i o 4 , - . r . .
,., " ' . ' .1 ,1" an organiciwliole.-But, except in its earliest fbrrnulirt ion. this rvas not,

+ a r \  f o )  - _ - :

r ;- 
j:[f i i iTact, its iireining. According to lroth Victor Erlich iurcl Pc'ter Steiner,

!v'' ee1qg' k0L, r {2rrotect in Victor Erlich. Russirrr t Fornrulisnt: History-Doctrirre, 3d e<I. lThe
Hague: Nlouton,  1969),  p.  I99.
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Prosc cj! !c,{,) t ' } .  l l , .) t  orr t l l t '  l r i tsis ,r l  rr l l  t l rcir  charlr. tcr ist ic.s, l l rr t  ,rr lr  , ,1' . , , , . , ,"  , , f
t l r c r t t .  I l l t ' s i t r r r ( ' i s  t t ' t t t ' conc t ' r ' r r i r rg  gcnrcs .  \$ ; : i " i l ; ; l  t , . . t l r c  r ro 'c1 . .,FlI" t,"ri. .{'its sizc a'd trrc ,,ui,r*Ti.., ,ri,i ,i.,r..r,l,,,,,.r',,, *.,.',t" ", ,,,r.

, '  t i r ' e  i t  rv r rs  c l i s t i r rg t r i sh< 'c l  l r ' thc  p resc .cc , f  a  k r 'e  in t r ig t re . rt,

i i.:.U,)",lr.1 
"]t:l l ' l"t.,rvar'. the ckrrnintnt is a-guicle' to dcterrnirrilg.!irl!-e3c),.

lH;oH 
I>glu,tlb.!-tl19iygl],.udjtt -the:-$'erk! relation kr historv. Ii'noticing

!ffi*t 
-ltt ': l l dcr ices lrtcl lirrtctions arc' lirregrourrclccl. rt" uni,r rr rnearrs <lf

Wluqggclirts 
\\'hich structttres are the n.rost inrportant to cliscrrss. Sirnilarlv.t t - {Eg i t t  cr l tn l l r t r i t tq  thc wtr rk  to i ts  c , ln text .  rve crrn t le terpr ine thnl r r { rh 111, ,

, l^* , ,k ,  dorr r i rurr r t  i ts  nrost .s l l ient  r .e lat ionsl r ips t r r  e11. , " r "  ur l rks.  \ \ . i thorr t  sr l rnel

#TjF":sr'_h':'trt'n-t'r'r',rrlcl be r',rrrrlt'r'rred t. sttrdr'*r..., ,lE[r'i;nE,,f

$I,-;,, ytll-t r',,r1 l,iG,li.rJ-[n-r-,'-\Gm''.,. ,!]:I, ; ,i".,ul',,*' ,;l.url,l
;u [ . ; ; ;  rg t . � -$ .1 '  r l ror t ' r -e levrrnt .  o f 'c . r r rsc.  r r ros i  cr i t [J7, ,  r iurke t l r t , i r r tu iFel
r, t, lro'r^tttt ' ttnllt iort t ltat sotlte elertlents tlr stnrctures rlre l l lore irnportant i. .
wg{., rvrrrk tltati t l t l lers. But the clorninrrnt as a tool allrrvs us to examine s.ch

relations explicit lv and svstematicallv. As rve have seen, it ir lso enables
us to perceive a dvnanlic rather than a static inter:rction ltetrveen the
sul>ordinating and subordinated devrces.

["4^{n As this Tvnjarlor passage suggests. the cllrninant i ls i l  concel)t ca'' [jl opl"' -b-e-rrppligl to irrrlivirlrer rvo'k5, tg 4uthr].r. ..r_,1 ;]"q;tqGGa;;iri"
rq.fr."l 

l l ,,rtes' 
strch a the-.-uq,rs]. rt i. '-ft i i"gii i* ,] i Iurri,,n of th"

3tI dotrti l larrt lt i ls l>eert irbstract, irncl it rvorrlcl be helpftrl n<lrv to l 'ok at
| .tut-t.," actttal examples of dorninant structures cliscussed ltv the Russinn

Forrnal is ts .
SIrkl<rvskv a.alvzes Dickers's Litt le D.rrit 's ir mvsterv storr,. even

though the one line of actio' in the novel th^t ,u"-i lff iwoulcl con-
sider to be a co'r.entional rnr. 'ste*' constitutes onlv one subplot among
several. Yet, itccording to Sltklovskv:

l j, l^zr6
rVkW

J
f riur, F ,

d*^r.u,,.
6\- lr'u,',-,...
vir[ ir."
i"rlc""wk 1

vsk?fo

!1",1{61,

a n

r'lqit^r"'
i r  .  r v  r r u ( q  L r t a r t  I i l  L a r<tt urt ulc' 

r1ll:t,'r) to .rll tlr11u_r!s.of tlr1,_arxclfi3Lrl r 
*;--;-;--:

,  ,  J . ' - ,  l . , r c r r  t l r c  l l r c t s  r v l r i t . l r ; r r c  o [ n , t , r ll * - f  i *  
[ i r ' ' r r  t l t t ' l i r t t s  rv l r i c l r  a rc  P laccd l r t ' { i ; r c  o r r r  cves  l t  thc  bcg inn ing  are  pre-'  '  j  -  

sc t t t cd  l s  r t t t  s t t - . r i t ' s .  T l te  r lev i . . , '  i c  nvr - - ,1 , , ,1  r . ,  11 . . , . , -
- ' ( , ' l ' '  

serrted as rnvstcries. T[rc, device is c.xte nclecl to thcrn.rrtqlkqr

l Ie rrre.tir,s specificirl l '  thc. kl 'e , l '  I- itt le D,rrit for cle' 'ar' a'd of
clen'a'r for Pet-especialh' the latter, r,r, ith the nor.el 's persistent
presentirt i<1. of cle'.a'r as 'of bei'g in love rvith her. prirnaril '
th'o.glr the expeclierrt of ref'erri.g to hinr irs 

"N'br_rclr." 
t" g , i. Book

i Yrrri 
-f'.jur.r'. "o. 

Literirr' E'rolrrti.n," trr.ns. c. A. Lrrpl.*., in Re.r/i,gs in Rus-
siun Ptrtit'.s. pp. 72-73.

I t  is interesting to note that in Lit t le D,rr i f  Dickens extencls the de' iice of

LE.S \ ,ACA.V( :E ,S DI  J lO]SrE[ 'R  I IL iLOT

the First, Chapter xxvt, 
"Nol>oclr"s 

State of It incl").3 One rnight acld
thtt this dorninant governs the rernarkable first cl 'raqrter of Book the. 
Second, the narration of which describe's a large group of travelers
gathered in an Alpine convent as if thel' are all being introduced for
the first t irne, even though it is perfectlv apparent to the reader that
the group is made up of rnanv of the main characters from the first half
of Litt le Dorrit (e.g., lvlr. Dorrit is referred to as 

"the 
Chief" and Lit-

t le Dorrit as 
"the 

young ladv"). At the end of the chapter, one minor
' character glances into the register b<lok and rerrds all the names, an

elaborate nrotivlt ion for the clearing up of a 
"ml-ster) " 

rvhich hirs

I r3jl!ng!_l2e_en 4,mvsterv at all. Thrrs in Little Dorrit the stiuctu[-of

n I t1r1,:lg.rn_11r--qIS !y!l?het !!1e subordinirtes the non-m'"'sterv svuzhe*t
/ | litr"r, a".l l" d,tiiig ru pn>r;ide_r; the ,ne,riis fr.r,- cqqsrdellbl. d"A**Ur-

4 I ization in those other l ines.
I  n . r r  r

, r ualnia Eikhenbaunl s essav on Gogol's 
"The 

Overcoat" f inds the device of
' si4; governing the* ry.!r_o!e, (There is no equivalent term for s,ka: in

EIigfi;h, it "*""r *y-r*iting that irnitate-s ,p"ech patterns-the most
,i, obvious example being dialects.) Bv concentrating on spoken lan-

guirge, he argues, Gogol minimizes syuzhet complexitr '. The devices
foregrounded bv ska: construction include puns, imitationiof iound

@"tr-erd ul tim atell' tl.r e e n ti re gro te s que tone-gf th "gs]lg-joglqd -
iJrg its puzzling lapse into fantasv at the end.s

In the previotrs chapter, our exarninitt ion of stairstep construction in

, ,Tetr-or Terror By )l ight centered around a dorninant structure composed of a",t---:: 
mixturc of-gqnre-lqnventions. \\ 'e sarv horv the mysr!er1' elements; v't( rdlaFo' *1li.h r"",r.,"d to govern the narrative were actuallu-?6[o.r,l"d bv the

:'/,trrora{. 'rq'f,;1iten operations of the fi ln in order to generate irrp"nr". As a re-
lult, all the devices in the fihn-comic subplots, set design. carner;!
movement, and so on--organized themselves around the need to cle-
Toy progr"rr in the rather sirnple hermeneutic l ine. In Terror By
ll ight, a set ofnarrative inconsistencies resulted from inaclequate nro-
t ivat ion of  these deforrnat ions.  ! lost ,  i f  not  a l l ,  o [ the other  n] tns fwi t t
l>e iuralvzing expkrit the tension l>etrveetr dominant and subordinated

structures l i lr Inore sy-stematic aesthetic ends.

Since an artist f iequentll '  uses similar dorninants froln one work to
the next, lve often cln generit l ize about the dominant of his or her

\  \ - ic tor  Chkkxski .  Sur lu t lutor fu dc Ia pntse.  t r i r t rs .  Ct t r ' \ 'err t - t  (Lat tsartne:  Ecl i t ions

l ' . \ge t l ' l r , r r t r r r t . .  197;3) .  pp.  l9( l l9 l
, )  Bor is Eikenl taurr . r .  

"Horv 
Gogol  s Overcot t  ls  \ lade,"  t rans.  Beth Paul  and \ lur ie l

Nesbi t t .  in  Dostoetsky und Cogol ,  ed,  Pr isc i l la  \ laver and Stephen Rucl)  (Ann Arbor:
Ar( l is .  1979).  pp.  l l9-135.
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Ilrsre^rui) nrqrunlo3 :{lotr aaN) 096l ot uottr,tpotT lo apolS pun allitg tulr! :nm?u!)
poottfr11o11 p)tssnlJ ar11 'uosduroql urlsrr) prn: 'rairn15 

larruf 
'1a^\pJog pr.\r:Cl il

-uot1,tr: ila1n:aq!lap uaa^\laq,'sluauour {ra^\ pur ilu.rls ua.r,*;aq uolllrt'illrl f',jTai[:

uE sr lolJr'.J crurql.iq: pdrctrud aql 'l.rayacl os gai( purr ;rsla.r:acl os 'sil:3 crll "df?Joi4 .' 
,

3o suql,iqr ualorq rql uro{ aplsv ,ilnr:aq.Jo arrnos 1rch.'rur.rcl slr Burlnlrlsuoc
puu tulU arll Jo uorssario.rd a1oq,t aql flururur.ralap 'lorluo) snolnJrlaur 'lul?ls

-uoc rapun sr i,.rep ro lqSru 's:orralxe lo sroualur) lulltas pue 'auol 'odruag
ruorlnrnp 8ur.r1o,,rur ilsnoaurllnurrs 'sacuarrbas uaa^\laq lsrlluoJ aql areH

'ruroJ s.urIg ar{] ol lueuodrur
,t-ran se slueulou ssaluotlcr i1:rau asaql 1no sal8urs aJtlJDJd tul11g lo
litoatll ut saJut)JDA sa7 3o srs,l,pur: a,rrldacrad lnq Jalrcl s.q5rtr€n5QN

'aloq,r aql ssorcr uorlJunJ lelnlJnrls lurlrod
-tut arotu r uuoyad ol ueas p1no,n iaqt 'ur[g eq] 3o sluaur8as 3o s8ur
-pue pup sBuruur8aq aql lE atuoc uauo slueurour qJns 1rql ua.,'13 lng
'suollcunJ .ttaql Suoure z(lpatqnopun ere esaqJ 'crlsrleal erou uorlce
eq1 aleur ol araql are iaql sdeqrad ro 'rournq 

3o ad.i1 ..ia1-.tro1,, r
alearc ,taql sdrq.ra4 'sa>1of aql-pu€q le ssaursnq lpal aql ol .{.rr1p1sqns
sB sluaurou asaql sslruslp lr131ru aAA 'suorlce ,,iuun3un '1en1qrq 8ur
-turoyad a.re iaql 'srelJcrer1c eas op a.{\ uaq.{\ saurrlauros puu 'uorlce

snolounq eql alcnlcund saducseas pue 'slaarls 'saqrraq .,Qdura ignau

Jo sloqs 'Suruaddeq eq ol suees-asr^A\reqlo ro snolounq-Surqlou
ueq^\ slueuou Jo uoruasur s.r.ulg aql s! 'ra^a,troq '3ur4u1s ilpnba
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