Boredom on the Beach: Triviality
and Humor in Les Vacances
de Monsieur Hulot

He is capable of filming a beach scene simply to show that the children build-
ing a sandeastle drown the sound of the wave with their cries. He will also
shoot a scene because just at that moment a window is opening in a house
away in the background, and a window opening—well. that's funny. That is
what interests Tati. Everything and nothing. Blades of grass, a kite, children.
a little old man, anvthing, evervthing which is at once real. bizarre, and
charming. Jacques Tati has a feeling for comedy because he has a feeling for
strangeness.

—Jean-Luc Godard. Godard on Godard, 1972

THE DOMINANT

IN CHAPTER 1. I suggested that the dominant is one of the neoformal-
ist critic’s most important tools. The basic definition of the term is
simple enough: the dominant is a formal principle that controls the
work at every level, from the local to the global, foregrounding some
devices and subordinating others. As Tynjanov put it, “A system does
not mean coexistence of components on the basis of equality: it pre-
supposes the preeminence of one group of elements and the resulting
deformation of other elements.™ In practice, however, the dominant
can be a difficult concept to apply: using various statements on the
subject by the Russian Formalists and later commentators. I shall at-
tempt in this chapter to provide a more clear-cut view of how the an-
alyst can ¢o about formulating a dominant for a work.

At first, the dominant would seem to be simply another word for
unity. for a structure that pulls together all the devices ot a work into
an organic whole. But. except in its earliest formulation. this was not.
in fact. its meaning. According to both Victor Evlich and Peter Steiner,

"Quoted in Victor Erlich. Russian Formalism: History—Doctrine. 3d ed. The
Hague: Mouton, 19691, p. 199.
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+heighten it through contrast. and surround it with a play of

ANALYZING THE DONINANT

Eikhenbaum first borrowed the idea from Broder Christiansen’s Phi-
losophie der Kunst: wrote Eikhenbaun:

It happens only rarely that the motive factors of an esthetic object participate .

equally in the effects of the whole. On the contrary. normally. a single factor
or a configuration of them comes to the fore and assumes a leading role. All
the others accompany the dominant. intensifyv it through their harmony,
variations.

dominant is the same as the structure of bones inan organic bodyv: it contains

. the theme of the whole, supports this whole, enters into relation with it.:

Steiner argues that although Eikhenbaum occasionally used the term
this wav. and it was picked up by Soviet scholars studving morphol-
ogy, Eikenbaum soon departed from this organicist usage. His later
conception was the one emploved by the Russian Formalists.

He saw the work not as a harmonious correlation of parts and wholes but as
dialectic tension among them. “The work of art.” Eikhenbaum argued. “is al-
ways the result of a complex struggle among various form-creating elements:
it is always a kind of compromise. These elements do not simply co-exist and
‘correlate.” Depending upon the general character of the style, this or that
element acquires the role of the organizing dominant governing all the others
and subordinating them to its needs.™

This view, formulated as early as 1922, is an attractive one, for it sug-
gests that the work of art is dynamic; and that its form challenges the
spectator into an active v 1ewmg—not into a contemplation of a unified,
static whole.

Other Formalists elaborated this idea. Roman Jakobson's discus-
sions are perhaps the best known, though his definition retains a touch
of the initial, relatively static. organicist concept: he considers the
dominant to be “the focusing component of a work of art: it rules.
determines. and transforms the remaining components.”™ A more dy-
namic version was worked out by Tvnjanov: writing in 1923, he de-
clared (the translators substituted the term “constructive principle” for
“dominant™):

This dynamism [of form] reveals itself in the concept of the constructive prin- |

ciple. Not all factors of a work are equivalent. Dyvnamic form 1s not generated
by means of combination or merger ithe often-used concept of “correspond-

= Erlich.
Formalism.”

Russian Formalisue po 1750, Peter Steiner. “Three Metaphors of Russian
Poetics Today 2. no. 1h iWinter 1950.51% 93.
' Steiner. "Three Metaphors.” p. 93.
* Roman Jakobson, "The Dominant.”
Poetics. ed. Ladislav Matejka and Krvstyna Pomorska iCambridge. Mass. :

1971, p. 82,

trans. Herbert Eagle. in Readings in Russian
MIT Press.
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ence”), but by means of interaction. and, consequently. the pushing forwvard
of one group of factors at the expense of another. In doing so. the advanced

“ factor deforms the subordinate ones. The sensation of torm is alwavs the sen-

sation of the How (and, consequently, of the alterationt or correlations between
the subordinating, constructive factor and the subordinated factors. It is not
obligatory to introduce a temporal nuance into this concept of fow, or “un-
folding.” Flow and dynamics may be taken as such. outside of time, as pure
movement. Art lives by means of this interaction and strugele. Without this
sensation of subordination and deformation of all factors by the one factor play-
ng ("The co-ordination of factors
is a type of negative characterization of the constructive principle.” V. Shklov-
sky) If this sensation of the interaction of factors disappears iwhich assumes
the compulsory presence of two features: the subordinating and the subordi-
the fact of art is obliterated. It becomes automatized.’

ing the constructive role, there is no fact of art.

nated),

This passage suggests that the dominant is bound up with the defami-
liarizing properties of the work. Ann Jefferson’s commentary on the
Russian Formalists argues that this was indeed Tvnjanov's view.

A given work will include passive or automatized elements which are subser-
vient to the defamiliarizing or “foregrounded” elements. The term “fore-
grounding” was developed (chiefly by Tynjanov) as a necessary consequence
of the view of the literary text as a svstem composed of interrelated and inter-
ating elements. in order to distinguish_between_dominant and automatized
factors. . . . Both sets of elements are formal, but the work’s interest for the
Formalist {or rather, the specifier) will lie in the interrelationship between the
foregrounded and subservient elements. In other words. the active compo-
nents of a work are now differentiated not only from practical language but
also from other formal components which have become automatized.®

has come to mean the concrete structures
within the work of foregrounded, defamiliarized devices and finc-
tions. interacting with subordinated. automatized ones, From the
spectator’s perspective, we might say that the dominant governs the
that we are cued to adopt in viewing a

The dominant, then,

The dominant is thus crucial in relating an artwork to historv. Ac-
t

cording to Tynjanov:

A work enters into literature and takes on its own literary function through
this dominant. Thus we correlate poems with the verse category. not with the
> Yuri Tvnianov. The Problem of Verse Language. trans. and ed. Michael Sosa and
Brent Harvev (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 19510 p. 33.
5 Ann Jefferson. "Russian Formalism.” in Modern Literary Theory: A Comparatice
Introduction, ed. Ann Jefferson and David Robey (London: Batstord Academic und Ed-

ucational, 1982), p. 22.
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prose citedory. not on the basis of all their charcteristics. but only of some of

them. The same s triue concerning zenrves, We relate a novel to “the novel”

on the basis of its size and the natire of its plot development. while at one

time it was distingnished by the presence of alove intrigue.”

Put another way. the dominant is a guide to determining saliency.
both within the work and in the work's relation to history. By noticing

which devices and functions are forecrounded. we gain a means of

deciding which structures are the most important to discuss. Similarly.
in comparing the work to its context. we can determine throngh the
dominant its most salient relationships to other works. Without some
such notion. we would be condemmned to stady every device in a film
with equal attention, for we would have no wayv of deciding which
were the more relevant. Of course. most eritics do make the intuitive
assumption that some clements or structures are more important in a
work than others. But the dominant as a tool allows us to examine such
relations explicitly and svstematicallv. As we have scen. it also enables
us to perceive a dynamic rather t}mn a static interaction between the
subordinating and subordinated devices.

As this Tvnjanov passage suggests, the d()mmdnt as a concept can
be applied to individual works, to authors. and even to general artistic
modes. such as poetry or the novel. The foregoing discussion of the
dominant has been abstract. and it wonld be helptul now to look at
some actual examples of dominant structures discussed by the Russian
Formalists. '

Shklovsky analvzes Dickens's Little Dorrit as a mystery storv. even
though the one line of action in the novel that we usually would con-
sider to be a conventional mystery constitutes only one subplot among
several. Yet, according to Shklovsky:

It is interesting to note that in Little Dorrit Dickens extends the device of
mystery to all the parts of the novel.
Even the fucts which are placed before our eves at the beginming are pre-

sented as mysteries. The device is extended to then,

He mentions specifically the love of Little Dorrit for Clennam and of

Clennam for Pet
presentation of Clennam as not being in love with her. primarilv

especially the Tatter. with the novel's persistent

through the expedient of referring to him as “Nobodv™ (e.e. . in Book

“Yuri Tynjanov. "On Literary Evolution.” trans. C. A Luplow. in Beadings in Rus-
stan Poeties, pp. 72-73.

92

LES VACANCES DE MONSIEUR HULOT

the First, Chapter xxvi, “Nobody's State of Mind™).% One might add
that this dominant governs the remarkable Srst chapter of Book the
Second, the narration of which describes a large group of travelers
gathered in an Alpine convent as if thev are all being introduced for
the first time, even though it is perfectly apparent to the reader that
the group is made up of many of the main characters from the frst half
of Little Dorrit (e.g., Mr. Dorrit is referred to as “the Chief” and Lit-
tle Dorrit as “the young lady™). At the end of the chapter, one minor
character glances into the register book and reads all the names, an
elaborate motivation for the clearing up of a “mystery”™ which has
really not been a mvstery at all. Thus in Little Dorrit the structure of
mystery in one svuzhet line subordinates the non-mystery syuzhet
lines. and in doing so provides the means for considerable defamiliar-
ization in those other lines.

Eikhenbaum’s essay on Gogol's “The Overcoat” finds the device of
skaz governing the whole. (There is no equivalent term for skaz in
English: it means any writing that imitates speech patterns—the most
obvious example being dialects.) Bv concentrating on spoken lan-
guage, he argues, Gogol minimizes svuzhet complexitv. The devices
foregrounded by skaz construction include puns, imitations of sound
effects, and ultimately the entire grotesque tone of the novella, includ-
ing its puzzling lapse into fantasy at the end.”

In the previous chapter, our examination of stairstep construction in
Terror By Night centered around a dominant structure composed of a
mixture of genre conventions. We saw how the mystery elements
which seemed to govern the narrative were actually deformed by the
hidden operations of the film in order to generate suspense. As a re-
sult, all the devices in the film—comic subplots. set design. camer:
movement. and so on—organized themselves around the need to de-
lav progress in the rather simple hermeneutic line. In Terror By
Night, a set of narrative inconsistencies resulted from inadequate mo-
tivation of these deformations. Most, if not all, of the other films T will
be analvzing exploit the tension between dominant and subordinated
structures for more svstematic aesthetic ends.

Since an artist frequentiv uses similar dominants from one work to
the next, we often can generalize about the dominant of his or her

s Victor Chklovskic Sur la théorie de la prose. trans. Guv Verret - Lansanue: Editions
I'Age dhomme, 19731 pp. 190-191.

» Boris Eikenbamnm, “How Gogol's "Overcoat’ Is Made.” trans. Beth Pail and Muriel
Neshitt, in Dostoersky and Gogol. ed. Priscilla Maver and Stephen Rudy tAnn Arbor;
Ardis, 19791, pp. 119-135.
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overall output as well (though there will alwavs be some differences
among works, and we may usefully find variant dominants differen-
tiating periods within a career. or other subcategories within an artist's
output). Eikhenbaum characterizes Tolstoyv's early dominant as “the
dcstruchon of psychological proportions, the concentration on minute-
ness. "0 Here, as with the theoretical discussion of the dominant, we
see Eikhenbaum treating it not as a placid unifving factor. but as the
suppression of the familiar structures in favor of a new and defamiliar-
izing one. Eikhenbaum’s historical-critical essay on O. Henry investi-
gates the dominant of the surprise ending. By concentmtin‘; on such
endings. he claims. O. Henrv's works are pushed toward irony and
parody. Eikhenbaum analyzes the characters’ lack of ps\chol()&,lcdl
depth-——how they act purely in accordance with the mechanics of the
action. He looks also at the author’s use of language:

‘O. Henry's basic
stvlistic device (shown both in his dialogues and in the plot construc-
tion itselt) is the confrontation of very remote. seemingly unrelated
and. for that reason. surprising words. ideas. subjects or feelings. Sur-
prise. as a device of parody. thus serves as the organizing principle of
the sentence itself. ™! Thus surprise governs form—from the overall
shape of the plot down to the level of the individual sentence.

Finally, groupings larger than a single artist’s works are often made
around dominants, and the basic features of those dominants tend to
be widely recognized elements. For example, the dominant of verse
was for a long time bound up with rhyme, though the blank and free
verse forms have challenged that traditional view, Dominants provide
the means of studving historical changes in large-scale modes. Shklov-
skv's Theory of Prose deals extensively with the introduction of the
novel form and with the evolving attempts by authors to deal with the
ditficult organizational demands of the long prose form. He traces the
shift in the novel from the early form. composed of a frame situation
and a series of embedded stories (e.¢.. The Decameron). to the pica-
vesque novel unified as a continuing protagonist’s adventures {e.g..
Don Quixote). and finally to the nineteenth- centurv-stvle novel, with
its interweaving of simultaneous plot lines (e.¢.. Little Dorrit). T have
tried to do a similar kind of history of early film. comparing the nar-
rative structures of very short primitive Alms. of the longer one-reel-

* Bors Eikhenbawne The Youne Tolstoi trans David Boucher ot al, . ed Gary Kern
vnn Arbors Ardis. 19720 p. 63

SBAL Bivenhanm. O Henry and the Theory of the Short Story. trans. [ R. Titunik
vnn Arbor Michigan Slavie Contribitions. 19681, pp. 15-16.
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ers, and of the feature-length film standardized in Hollvwood by the
mid-1910s. 12

THE DOMINANT IN LES VACANCES DE MONSIEUR HULOT

How do we go about constructing a dominant for a film like Jacques
Tati's Les Vacances de Monsieur Hulot? On first viewing, Les Vacances
mayv appear to consist simply of a series of individual comic incidents
loosely strung together. It does not strike one as a typical, tightly con-
structed narrative comedy of the Buster Keaton or Harold Llovd va-
riety (though as a mime Tati is often compared to these performers).
By specifving the distinctive traits of Les Vacances. we can tease out a
notion of a dominant.

The film’s small comic scenes involve a succession of different char-
acters, take place in different locales. and often follow each other with
unspecified time lapses in between. Indeed. most are not causally con-
nected in linear fashion, so that many could be rearranged consider-
ably without affecting the basic minimal proairetic line. Perhaps
equally striking, however, is the film’s insertion of moments when
nothing—humorous or otherwise—seems to be happening. Shots of
nearly empty beaches, streets, and seascapes punctuate the humorous
action, and sometimes when we do see characters, they are perform-
ing habitual, unfunny actions. We might dismiss these moments as
subsidiary to the real business at hand—the jokes. Perhaps theyv create
a “low-kev” type of humor, or perhaps thev are there to make the
action more realistic. These are undoubtedly among their functions.
But given that such moments often come at the beginnings and end-
ings of segments of the film, they would seem to perform a more im-
portant structural function across the whole.

Noel Burch's brief but perceptive analvsis of Les Vacances in Theory
of Film Practice singles out these nearly actionless moments as very
important to the film’s form.

Here the contrast between sequences, simultaneously involving duration,
tempo, tone, and setting (interiors or exteriors, night or day) is under con-
stant, meticulous control, determining the whole progression of the film and
constituting its principal source of beautv. Aside from the broken rhythms of
the gags. so perverse and yet so pertfect. the principal rhythmic factor is an
alternation between strong and weak moments, between deliberately action-

= David Bordwell. Janet Staiger. and Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood
Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 {(New York: Columbia University
Press. 1983). chaps. 14 and 15.
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