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This dissertation examines the use of the quotidien (the everyday) in 

contemporary French film and literature to understand its relationship with notions of 

place and space. Defined as the paradoxical process of how one repeatedly constructs 

each day “anew” on a routine basis, the quotidien in the texts of my analysis is not static, 

but rather a means for articulating changes in French communities and ways of life, while 

further reflecting ongoing changes to attitudes, politics, and identity. I advance current 

readings of the quotidien by viewing it as both descriptive, a recurring manifestation of 

change, as well as transformative, able to effect change. I argue that, in these depictions, 

the quotidien effectively erodes traditional spatial categories to create and reveal new and 

less stable versions. Specifically, places lose their real and symbolic sway to 

indeterminate spaces in which meaning is uncertain, in flux, or non-existent.  
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My dissertation is novel for its interest in tracing the quotidien across spatial 

categories, so that its chapters move from the more “stable” categories of the rural and 

the urban to those in more obvious flux, edges and interstices. Chapter 1 studies the 

depicted quotidiens of rural France in Agnès Varda’s film, Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse 

(2000), and Raymond Depardon and Claudine Nougaret’s film series, Profils paysans 

(2000-2008). Chapter 2 investigates the quotidiens of urban centers in Cédric Klapisch’s 

film, Chacun cherche son chat (1996), Patrick Modiano’s novel, Dora Bruder (1997), 

and Laurent Cantet’s film, Entre les murs (2008). Chapter 3 examines everyday France at 

the periphery of Paris in Gérard Gavarry’s novel, Hop là! Un deux trois (2001). The 

Conclusion addresses the emergence of a new space, the interstitial, in which its dwellers 

float, move, or exist between places on a daily basis, such as a commute to work. I 

analyze Walter Salles and Daniela Thomas’s short film, Loin du 16ème (2006), Abdellatif 

Kechiche’s film, La Graine et le mulet (2007), and Alain-Paul Mallard’s film, L’Origine 

de la tendresse (1999). These mini-ethnographies of French society reveal a France 

grappling with issues related to globalization, shifting populations, the relative newness 

of the European Union, and consequently, identity. Who is French, and where does 

“authentic France” lie?  
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INTRODUCTION 

Genesis of Project 
 

While re-reading Madame Bovary for my comprehensive exams in 2008, I was 

struck by the resonance between its subject matter – the quotidien of nineteenth-century 

French rural life – and that of Raymond Depardon’s documentary film, La vie moderne, 

then receiving critical attention at the Cannes Film Festival for its focus on waning, daily 

farm life in early twenty-first century France. How had Flaubert managed to make Emma 

Bovary’s tortured experience of the countryside’s tedium, contrasted with the lures of 

urban modernity, so riveting then? How has Depardon, 150 years later, appealed to 

French nostalgia for its rural heritage in his trilogy, Profils paysans, with La vie moderne 

as its third installment? Though displaying different attitudes towards the realities of rural 

France, Gustave Flaubert and Raymond Depardon both use the quotidien, or everyday, as 

a point of entry for their stories and source of their drama. Flaubert’s use of detail to 

construct Emma’s rural environment and psyche parallels Depardon’s choice to film his 

subjects in long and uninterrupted sequences of daily life on the farm, including the most 

mundane of tasks. Beyond considering the noteworthy leap from a literary representation 

of the quotidien of rural life to a filmic one, taking into account the changes in available 

medias and “views” since the time of Flaubert, I wanted to know more about how the use 

of the quotidien in recent French culture could be different from its nineteenth-century 

counterpart.  
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In my research for contemporary French texts on the quotidien, I remained close 

to a set of films and novels that not only foreground their protagonists’ everyday, but 

make important statements about where those days unfold. It became clear that there are 

indeed enough texts on the quotidien of the urban and rural to indicate that the dichotomy 

of Paris-province (all that lies outside of the capital) is still a viable way to partition 

France in the popular imagination. Nonetheless, this traditional binary division is no 

longer truly reflective of French life in the twenty-first century, which, instead, occurs 

increasingly now at created and shifting edges, and in agonizing interstices, which is, 

furthermore, reflected in several well-received films and novels. My chapter breakdown 

soon evolved, moving from the everyday of the traditional categories of rural and urban 

life to the more recent ones of edges (suburbs, coasts) and interstices (literal and 

metaphorical), as settings in dialogue with changing quotidiens. This intersection of 

recent depictions of quotidiens and their spatial arguments – where they occur and 

meaning ascribed to or produced by those locations – is the subject of this dissertation.  

 

Le Quotidien defined 

Le quotidien refers to the “everyday,” but is more charged as a term in French 

because of its legacy in French thought and culture.1 Little consensus exists on defining 

the concept because of its personal and universal, ephemeral and tangible dimensions. 

Yet, what links current depictions and criticism is interest in the quotidien’s utility as a 

lens on issues emanating from the “small” of the everyday as well as more abstract and 
                                                
1 For this historical perspective, see Michael Sheringham’s Everyday Life: Theories and Practices from 
Surrealism to the Present. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
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overarching areas, which are not mutually exclusive as the small, for example, can be 

significant in and of itself, but also reflect larger ideas. This range includes the effects of 

modernity on the everyday lives of its participants, the rescuing of the local and the 

intimate from the perceived forces of globalization, the integration of immigrants and 

their French-born children to France, and the disassembly of several mythic hegemonies 

such as la France profonde, or “authentic France.”  

I am most interested in considering the quotidien as the paradoxical process of 

how one repeatedly constructs each day “anew” on a routine basis. The everyday, in these 

works, is not static, but rather a means for articulating changes in French communities 

and ways of life, while further reflecting ongoing changes to attitudes, politics, and the 

question of who is French. More than a set of banal or trivial gestures, the quotidien is a 

complicated and meaningful lattice of individual and collective movements. It is not 

surprising that cultural representations of the quotidien, in the form of novels, films, 

poems, art, and theater, among others, are with minimal or simple plots, moving the 

normally background details and actions to the foreground. Here, the overlooked 

becomes the epic. 

I advance current readings of the quotidien by viewing it as both descriptive, a  

recurring manifestation of change, as well as transformative, able to effect change. For 

example, the elderly farmers in Raymond Depardon’s Profils paysans continue the 

routines they have maintained for years, but are with few replacements from the next 

generation of farmers; hence, Depardon’s films express the obsolete nature of this current 

quotidien, a consequence of societal trends. Yet, Ti-Jus, a protagonist in Gérard 
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Gavarry’s Hop là! Un deux trois (2001), changes part of his routine one day to overturn 

the status quo of the Parisian banlieue where he resides. When considered in this light 

alongside spatial issues – specifically, where this display of change occurs in certain 

contemporary French texts – the quotidien reveals large shifts between and within spatial 

categories and concepts. This move more accurately positions it as a dynamic process 

sans cesse (“without interruption”) able to influence real and imagined landscapes from 

the personal to the institutional. 

I argue that, in these depictions, the quotidien effectively erodes traditional spatial 

categories to create and reveal new and less stable versions. Specifically, places (spaces 

with endowed meaning, such as the traditional French farm or Paris), lose their real and 

symbolic sway to indeterminate spaces in which meaning is uncertain, in flux, or non-

existent. As the texts illustrate, the protagonists dwell daily in locations slowly emptied 

of meaning or void of value; for example, the rendered inhabitants of these newly 

exposed edges (a banlieue and a coastal city) and interstices (a morning commute) are 

rarely at rest or tethered to a place, and furthermore, question the worth of their routines. 

The quotidien in these texts, in this way, becomes a measure of one’s attachment to 

where he or she conducts and constructs daily events and routes; in general, the 

protagonists move from secure to precarious and itinerant positions within their 

quotidiens, but most often act to counter this process by using their very quotidiens as a 

means for change. 

Seen as a comment on contemporary French society, the quotidien of these texts 

addresses the modern experiences of loss, alienation, and discomfort in a changing 
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configuration of spaces and places unique to France. My project aims to understand how 

and why current writers and filmmakers expose a shifting spatial France through 

examinations of what one does each day and in which location. These mini-ethnographies 

reveal a France grappling with issues related to globalization, shifting populations, the 

relative “newness” of the European Union, and consequently, identity. Who is French, 

and where does the “true France” lie?  

As an example of this self-interrogation, Jean-Philippe Tessé, in his article, “La 

place de la nation,” argues that French cinema differs from American cinema in the way 

that it questions its home country as an entity. Appearing in Cahiers du cinéma’s 

meditation on contemporary French cinema’s portrayals of France (March 2011), Tessé’s 

article stresses French cinema’s ongoing concern with what France is becoming: 

[Le cinéma français] se préoccupe beaucoup de tirer le portrait du pays, mais 

selon des modalités autres, où la France est moins visée sous l’aspect de ses 

principes (à l’américaine) qu’à l’aune de son devenir. Non pas: qu’est-ce que 

c’est la France, en principe? Mais: que devient la France, ici et maintenant? 

Aussi la référence à la France comme nation prend moins la forme d’une 

méditation sur sa définition…que celle d’une mise en situation permanente, d’un 

état des lieux toujours recommencé.2 

French cinema is very preoccupied with evoking a portrait of the country, but 

according to other modalities, in which France is less targeted by its principles 

(as for the United States) than by the measure of its future. The question is not: 

What is France, in principle, but, rather, what is France becoming, here and now? 

                                                
2 Jean-Philippe Tessé. “La place de la nation.” Cahiers du cinéma March 2011: 29. 



   

6 

Also, the reference to France as a nation is less a question of a fixed definition 

than an ongoing inventory of what it is.3 

While the mode of self-reflection and -representation might differ, filmmaker Alain 

Gomis, interviewed in the same Cahiers issue, suggests that it is France’s own fear of 

decline that characterizes the country sentiments, and in this context, its films: 

Aujourd’hui, les pays du monde reprennent une place plus cohérente avec leurs 

dimensions et la France rapetisse à vue d’oeil. Il y a le sentiment que l’âge d’or 

est passé, et qu’il faut préserver ce qu’on peut. Alors tout est figé dans la glace, et 

il est encore moins question d’écorner la mythologie. À l’arrêt, tout le monde 

s’interroge sur l’identité française, même les Cahiers du cinema.4  

Today, the countries of the world are assuming a place more consistent with their 

size and France is shrinking right before our eyes. There is the feeling that the 

golden age has passed, and that it is necessary to preserve what one can. Thus, all 

is frozen in ice, and it is even more important to preserve the myths. At a 

standstill, everyone is questioning French identity, even Cahiers du cinéma.  

Indeed, the use of the quotidien and its relation to space and place in my selected texts 

support such perceptions about the directions in which France is currently moving. These 

small pictures of people’s days suggest a larger composite of disappearance, 

disorientation, and flux. Furthermore, while I address concerns for the who, what, and 

why of these stories as they become relevant, I view them primarily as quotidiens 

inextricably linked to their locations. Where one constructs a quotidien – its routines, 

                                                
3 All translations are mine except when otherwise noted. 
4 Stéphane Delorme. “L’Afrique, la France, Entretien avec Alain Gomis.” Cahiers du cinéma March 2011: 
35.  
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rites, and detours – answers crucial questions about the identity of its makers, and about 

place in terms of social, political, and imagined geographies.  

 

Chapter Organization  

 Since the beginning of this project, I have been committed to showing how this 

set of contemporary depictions of the quotidien reveals an evolution (or devolution, 

depending on the value assigned to permanence and security) across spatial categories. I 

organize my chapters by moving from the more “stable” categories of the rural and the 

urban to those in more obvious flux, edges and interstices. I could have concentrated on 

the quotidien of a single spatial category, such as the French banlieues or the space of the 

commute, for example, but instead have held that viewing it across several traditional and 

non-traditional spatial categories would be most effective for arguing its ubiquity and 

agency in French art today, and more precisely, providing a lens into where and how the 

French dwell in the twenty-first century. Within each chapter, I examine the quotidien 

through close readings of the texts and contextualize my analysis with perspectives on 

current events in France as they pertain to my topic.  

Chapter 1 explores the quotidiens of rural France through documentaries that 

expose France’s attachment to its rural racines (roots) and moreover, present a 

disappearing way of life. I focus on Agnès Varda’s Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse (2000) 

and Raymond Depardon and Claudine Nougaret’s Profils paysans (2000-2008). As 

Depardon films a group of aging, small-scale farmers as they go about their daily work, 

he suggests that this place – the real and mythic French farm, symbol of la France 
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profonde, explained in chapter 1 – will vanish accordingly; the younger generations 

express little interest in continuing this type of farming, viewed as antiquated.   

Chapter 2 investigates the quotidiens of urban centers, specifically, how 

characters and subjects use, navigate, and subvert the city space each day, and how 

communities mesh or clash through daily interaction in circumscribed city places. I 

analyze Cédric Klapisch’s Chacun cherche son chat (1996), Patrick Modiano’s Dora 

Bruder (1997), and Laurent Cantet’s film, Entre les murs (2008). I focus on this latter 

film, which follows a teacher and his junior high school French class over a year, to 

understand the daily events of this group within les murs (the walls) of this urban school 

in Paris. Here, one set of protagonists circumvents and threatens entrenched power 

structures, common to the city spatial category, through their local, daily acts. My 

ancillary discussion of Cédric Klapisch’s Chacun cherche son chat (1996) parallels Murs 

for its juxtaposition of two possible quotidiens within an historic neighborhood of Paris 

undergoing gentrification. The city center, once seen as the nucleus of the larger urban 

space and of artistic interest, becomes fractured through the “process” of these 

quotidiens.  

The banlieues5 lie at the edges of this disassembled place, shifting continuously in 

function with their formerly stable spatial neighbors of rural and urban. Chapter 3 

examines everyday France at the periphery of Paris in Gérard Gavarry’s novel, Hop là! 

                                                
5 Banlieue literally means “suburbs,” but “as commonly used since the 1980s, denotes socially 
disadvantaged urban areas containing dense concentrations of minority ethnic residents.” Alec G. 
Hargreaves. Multi-ethnic France: immigration, politics, culture and society. 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 
2007) 224. 
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Un deux trois (2001). A presentation of three versions of a day in a Paris suburb, Hop là! 

attempts to break the stronghold of marginalization through its protagonists’ seizure of 

opportunities available within their quotidiens to overturn local and overarching power 

structures, unique to France’s colonization and immigration legacies.  

The Conclusion addresses the emergence of a new space, the interstitial, in which 

its dwellers float, move, or exist between places on a daily basis, such as a commute to 

work. I end my dissertation with these depictions because the locations of the quotidiens 

in my selected texts move towards the interstitial in the breakdown of traditional 

categories. The interstitial is a critical new site in modern life, full of repères 

(“markers”), such as métro stops or household objects, but also anonymous and without 

form. It is also a new area of study for the quotidien, addressed, for example, by theorists 

Marc Augé and Joe Moran. For this discussion, I analyze Walter Salles and Daniela 

Thomas’s short film, Loin du 16ème (a vignette from Paris, je t’aime, 2006), which 

traces the commute of a babysitter from the periphery of Paris towards one of its more 

affluent arrondissements (“neighborhoods”). I also study Abdellatif Kechiche’s La 

Graine et le mulet (2007), which follows the everyday of an extended family on the 

southern French island of Sète, and the father’s project of opening a restaurant on a 

docked boat, with his ex-wife’s weekly Sunday couscous as the featured plat (“dish”). 

Finally, I discuss Alain-Paul Mallard’s L’Origine de la tendresse (1999), which follows a 

lonely museum guard during her hours away from work; finding some solace in 

executing the banal tasks of maintaining her apartment, she discovers that she must look 

beyond home for the meaning of her day. These sites represent people in motion – literal 
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but mainly metaphorical for the “floating” experience of immigration, of life along 

changing urban perimeters, and of solitude. The protagonists all seek to direct this 

movement towards or back to secure positions. 

Marc Augé alludes to the notion of interstitiality through his concept of “non-

lieux” (spaces between places), yet the term has been in circulation since the early 

twentieth century. Graeme Whimp outlines this evolution in his article, “Working in the 

Space Between: Pacific Artists in Aotearoa/New Zealand”:  

The concept I have found most useful in trying to imagine the space between that 

Pacific Island artists inhabit is interstitiality. Developed in the 1920s by Frederic 

Thrasher, a sociologist from the Chicago School of Sociology, the idea of 

interstitiality has since been expanded by French sociolinguist Louis-Jean Calvet, 

and explored by Homi K. Bhabha in the context of postcolonial cultural 

formations (see Thrasher 1963 [1927]; Calvet 1994; Bhabha 1994). Initially, 

Thrasher devised the term to describe the spaces in which gangs emerged, the 

interstices of “the more settled, more stable, and better organized portions of the 

city” (1963, 20), ‘borderlands and boundary lines between residential and 

manufacturing or business areas, between immigrant or racial colonies’ (1963, 

22). Calvet later transferred the concept from the geographical to the social, 

seeing the interstitial as a place of cultural passage, transition, and as a space in 

which to claim identity in a variety of forms (Calvet 1994, 28–29). Bhabha, in 

turn, extended interstitiality to “the articulation of cultural differences” (1994, 1). 

Bhabha continued: “These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating 

strategies of selfhood—singular or communal—that initiate new signs of identity, 
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and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the 

idea of society itself” (1994, 1–2).6 

With its roots in sociology and postcolonial studies, which are different naturally from 

the term’s more literal counterparts in architecture and medicine, the term interstitial is 

highly relevant to my analysis of protagonists occupying in between spaces on a daily 

basis. Who occupies these spaces in contemporary French culture is an important 

question emerging from the where of the quotidien.  

Gravitating towards theories that view the quotidien as a site for epic change, I 

frame my discussion with the work of early and contemporary theorists and scholars such 

as Henri Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau, and Kristin Ross. Recent historical analyses of the 

quotidien in French culture by Michael Sheringham, Michael Gardiner, and Ben 

Highmore help me situate my arguments. To address the geographic and spatial aspects 

of the quotidien in my analysis, I rely on the work of Lefebvre, Marc Augé, and Georges 

Perec, among others. My research engages with ideas not only from French Literary 

Criticism and Cinema Studies, but also Documentary Studies, Cultural Studies, and 

Cultural Geography.   

 

 

                                                
6 Graeme Whimp. “Working in the Space Between: Pacific Artists in Aotearoa/New Zealand.” In The 
Space Between: Negotiating Culture, Place, and Identity in the Pacific. Occasional Paper Series 44. Ed. A. 
Marata Tamaira. Honolulu: Center for Pacific Islands Studies, School of Pacific and Asian Studies, 
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, 2009. 9-23. References for “interstitiality” in article excerpt: Bhabha, 
Homi K., The Location of Culture. London: Routledge, 1994; Calvet, Louis-Jean. La Voix de la Ville: 
Introduction à la Sociolinguistique Urbaine. Paris: Payot, 1994; Thrasher, Frederic. The Gang; a study of 
1,313 gangs in Chicago. New introduction by James F. Short, Jr. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1963. 
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Aesthetics of the Quotidien 

For each text, I study the techniques that the author or filmmaker employ to 

render the everyday, such as narrative strategies, characterization, setting, dialogue, 

description, mise-en-scène, and elements unique to each form. For instance, I consider 

how framing, focus, sound, dialogue, narrative structuring, and editing depict everyday 

life in film. I also look at how many of the texts’ authors adopt a “documentary style” to 

evoke a realism for their depictions. In analyzing these techniques, I describe a poetics of 

the quotidien.  

It is worth noting two styles that cut across forms and are especially suitable for 

evoking the quality of quotidienneté (“everydayness”): minimalism and 

defamiliarization, or “making strange.” Warren Motte, who has written extensively about 

new French fiction over the last two decades, describes both choices in Small Worlds: 

Minimalism in Contemporary French Literature. As minimalist art “insists upon… 

reduction and mobilizes it as a constructive principle,”7 it is natural that the filmmakers 

and authors in my study employ a minimalistic style for depicting the everyday, allowing 

them to pare the day down to its basic events and pieces. By isolating them in this way, 

they draw attention to their significance.  

Motte also observes a quality of minimalism that relates to defamiliarization, in 

addition to attention to the quotidien: 

…minimalism engages representation at such a minute level of detail that the 

worlds it evokes seem strange to us. It draws our attention to the quotidian and 
                                                
7 Warren Motte. Small Worlds: Minimalism in Contemporary French Literature (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1999) 1. 
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apparently trivial things: objects, issues, gestures, and ways of being that do not 

signify in more familiar representational regimes (or signify only in supportive 

roles as part of what Roland Barthes termed the “effect of the real”), forcing us to 

confront them in new ways. Thus, the apparently paradoxical character of 

minimalism’s representational focus: the closer we get to things, the less familiar 

they seem. (124) 

Ben Highmore’s interest in defamiliarization as an aspect of quotidien art and the 

connections he makes to the larger discussion of the aesthetics of the everyday are also 

extremely useful to my analysis. He writes: 

If everyday life, for the most part, goes by unnoticed (even as it is being 

revolutionized), then the first task for attending to it will be to make it noticeable. 

The artistic avant-garde’s strategy of ‘making strange,’ of rendering what is most 

familiar unfamiliar, can provide an essential ingredient for fashioning a 

sociological aesthetic (to use Simmel’s term). Aesthetic techniques, such as the 

surprising juxtapositions supplied by Surrealism, provide a productive resource 

for rescuing the everyday from conventional habits of mind. …this sociological 

aesthetic isn’t simply designed to ‘shock’ us out of our established forms of 

attention; its ambition is to attempt to register the everyday in ‘all’ its 

complexities and contradictions.8  

The current appropriation of defamiliarization by French artists of the everyday share 

surrealism’s intent – to isolate elements of the quotidien and distill their essence – but the 

emphasis on the location of those elements reflects a twenty-first century preoccupation 

                                                
8 Ben Highmore. Everyday Life and Cultural Theory: an Introduction (London: Routledge, 2002) 23. 
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with existential comfort. 

 

Significance of Project 

In Places and Spaces of the Quotidien, I explore recent depictions of the quotidien 

throughout metropolitan France to understand what they reveal about contemporary 

French geographic and abstract places and experienced spaces. Since the end of the 

twentieth century, there has been a proliferation of French films and novels with simple 

plots and which foreground the details of their characters’ days. These literary and visual 

“journals” record the everyday for its own sake, eschewing intricate stories and exotic 

settings in favor of the ordinary, the routine, and the anonymous. This “mundane” subject 

matter is astonishing not only for its popularity with French artists, but also for its ability 

to mesmerize French readers and viewers. These renderings are even more remarkable 

for the statements they make about traditional sites within France (such as the remote 

farm or streets of Paris) and those created by modern life, but particular to France (such 

as the métro car or cités, public housing). 

My dissertation examines and participates in French culture’s ongoing 

engagement with the notion of the quotidien, but identifies new texts that are significant 

for their reflections on places and spaces of twenty-first-century French life. Places and 

Spaces of the Quotidien expands the traditional discussion of France in terms of a 

rural/urban binary by addressing the emergence of texts that uncover the new terrain of 

twentieth-first century French life at boundaries and in spaces in-between. These new 

sites are never fixed, by definition, but are always inhabited, and are with little historical 
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precedence when compared with rural and urban sites. The challenge of pinpointing them 

represents a new discussion of the quotidien in my dissertation – instability as a quality of 

this seemingly repetitive process. The organization of my work is also original for 

viewing the process of the quotidien in texts across spatial categories. 

Furthermore, my dissertation participates in a vibrant discourse on the quotidien. 

Since the 1980s, artists and academics in France, Great Britain, and the United States 

have demonstrated a resurgent fascination with the notion of the quotidien, in literature, 

film, and criticism. I expand most current analyses of the quotidien, which have tended to 

focus exclusively on literature, to include visual media since many of the recent 

representations of the quotidien have been filmic. This inter-disciplinary form is a 

strength of my project as it demonstrates the expanding scope of the current trend of 

French texts on the quotidien and presents new ways of conceiving and reflecting the 

quotidien’s transient nature. 

Ultimately, as Ben Highmore explains, no perfect representational form exists for 

the everyday since it is always in motion. Though writing about works from the late 

nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth, his ideas still apply: 

…in relation to the everyday, all forms of representation are hampered by a 

similar problem. If, for example, the everyday is seen as a ‘flow,’ then any 

attempt to arrest it, to apprehend it, to scrutinize it, will be problematic. Simply 

by extracting some elements from the continuum of the everyday, attention 

would have transformed the most characteristic aspect of everyday life: its 

ceaseless-ness. …a good starting point would be to suggest that no form of 
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discourse is ever going to be ‘proper’ (appropriate) to everyday life. The 

everyday will necessarily exceed attempts to apprehend it. …the search for the 

perfect fit between a form of representation and its object (the everyday) needs to 

be called off. Instead…different forms of representation are going to produce 

different versions of the everyday. (21) 

My dissertation addresses the significance of new mediums representing the quotidien, 

and presents these filmic and literary representations as reflections of larger artistic and 

societal trends. To map the resonances of my subject, I examine a wide range of 

representations of the quotidien in contemporary French novels and film. This analysis 

includes discussion of how these French writers and filmmakers transform the “material” 

of the everyday, as it relates to place, into art; the techniques used to render the quotidien; 

and the aesthetics of the effected realism.  

 My research engages with the work of contemporary theorists, but also elaborates 

upon it, analyzing recent representations of the quotidien. Sheringham and Motte, for 

example, stop their analyses at 2005-2006, whereas I include texts from the 1990s 

through 2010. I am drawn to them because they engage a body of practitioners, a 

readership, and an artistic movement in evolution today. My analysis of how the 

quotidien functions is also more in-depth; the works I approach have either been 

discussed only partially in terms of their quotidienneté or not at all. For example, 

Depardon’s Profils paysans is only starting to be analyzed critically, and besides Motte’s 

comprehensive analysis of Hop là, little criticism exists for this important text, especially 

for its quotidienneté and this quality in conjunction with place and space.  
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Furthermore, I demonstrate that the current depictions of the everyday differ from 

earlier ones in their focus on experiences unique to turn-of-century life, such as changes 

in urban and rural life, and in their embodiment in renewed artistic approaches, such as 

the documentary film and the short story “slices of life.” I also argue that even though the 

everyday has been recorded, explored, and dissected with fervor for several centuries, its 

current manifestations in artistic works represents a new aesthetic of hybridity. For 

example, it often combines tendencies of post-modernism, namely fragmentation, with 

those of realism, which ground existence in the “true” experience of everyday life. It is 

now common to see narratives which remain open-ended or with minimal plots, but are 

tethered to a familiar and concrete world. I suggest that what distinguishes these 

representations from earlier ones is a twenty-first century preoccupation with the notions 

of mobility and change, as increasingly pervasive and available processes, and their 

consequences, for better or worse, on where we construct our daily lives.  

 On a more global level, my project relates to several contemporary conversations 

within, for example, cultural and general geography, and urban studies. Cultural 

geography, which studies the relationship between cultural objects and the sites they 

inhabit – original or relocated – is interested in how culture is attached to place, and 

especially the effect of any shifts (e.g. culture transposed to a new place, changes in 

perceptions of place through culture). My idea, that in the twenty-first century the 

quotidien modifies French places when used in artistic depictions, is a timely part of this 

larger subject.  
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Le Quotidien: Current trends  

Contemporary renderings of the quotidien are part of an established tradition of 

French engagement with the topic, from Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s still life genre 

scenes and Denis Diderot’s domestic dramas in the Ancien Regime, to Honoré de 

Balzac’s and Gustave Flaubert’s nineteenth-century Realism. Twentieth-century 

manifestations include the nouveau roman and the urban mapping experiments of the 

Surrealist and Situationist movements. Depictions and explanations of the quotidien have 

tended to congregate around certain subjects, which have fluctuated according to societal 

trends and historic periods. For example, in works on the quotidien, we see categories of 

urban and rural life, the secrets and mysteries of ordinariness, and attitudes towards 

objects. France’s distinctive path to modernity has prompted writers, artists, and theorists 

to document this transformation from the perspective of everyday life.  

In recent years, the French have been paying extraordinary attention to the 

everyday. A survey of recent projects demonstrates both its prevalence in French thought 

and culture, as well as its continued novelty. The tenth edition of the Biennale de Lyon 

(September 2009-January 2010) devoted itself to Le Spectacle du quotidien, “ce monde 

invisible…où des choses se créent chaque jour” (“this invisible world, where things 

invent themselves each day”).9 Exhibited works sought to mitigate tensions between 

banality and art by presenting one as inspiration for the other. In popular fiction, the daily 

travails of a supermarket cashier have riveted French readers: Anna Sam’s Les 

Tribulations d'une caissière (2008) (Checkout: A Life on the Tills), and its bande dessinée 
                                                
9 Hou Hanru. “Rencontre avec Hou Hanru, commissaire de la Biennale de Lyon 2009.” La Biennale de 
Lyon: Le Spectacle du quotidien. Web. 



   

19 

adaptation, transforms this ordinary place into a site of meaning and fascination. Films on 

the everyday of both farms and an inner-city school have been drawing audiences, seen in 

the recent success of the documentaries, Profils paysans, and feature film, Entre les murs. 

Even the act of list-making becomes a curiosity; Le Vertige de la liste (2009), a multi-

disciplinary program at the Louvre, provoked discussion on approaches to organizing 

one’s day.  

 

Theorizing the Quotidien  

 In this section, I include prominent ideas on the quotidien, but give special attention 

to those which treat both the quotidien and its capacity for change, and space/place in 

their work. I begin with post-World War II theorists – Henri Lefebvre and Michel de 

Certeau – for their revelations about types of quotidiens emerging from the destruction of 

war. Lefebvre held that everyday life is a site for epic transformation and one always tied 

to economic forces, ideas informed by Marxist theory. He develops aspects of the 

everyday – banality, boredom, etc. – as potential forces, which influence how individuals 

then construct their everyday: “Ce qui compte n’est pas seulement ce que les forces 

sociales font de notre vie quotidienne mais ce que nous faisons de ces forces à travers 

notre manière de les vivre”10 (“What counts is not only what social forces make of our 

daily life, but what we make of those forces through our manner of living them”). 

Lefebvre deepens this notion of individual choice set against prevailing forces by 

situating it within a Marxist reading. Highmore explains that he links the “events [of the 
                                                
10 Henri Lefebvre. La Vie quotidienne dans le monde moderne (Paris: Gallimard, 1968) 349. As quoted in, 
Sheringham, 12. 
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everyday] to economic structures of desire and exchange,” so that “the singularity of the 

everyday event (a woman buying sugar, for example) reverberates with social and 

psychic desire as well as with the structures of national and global exchange” (25). 

My project of studying the everyday in contemporary French texts relies on 

Lefebvre’s belief in everyday life as an unlikely, but real place of creativity and his later 

ideas on how urban dwellers use the space of the city. I draw upon several of his major 

contributions, including the three volumes of Critique de la vie quotidienne (1958, 1961, 

1981), La Vie quotidienne dans le monde moderne (1968), and later works which focused 

on urban life, such as Le Droit à la ville (1968), La Révolution urbaine (1970), Du Rural 

à l’urbain (1970), and La Production de l’espace (1974).  

 Like Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau looks at the subversive aspect of the everyday, 

but more so at the local level of how people “invent” their everyday by making use of the 

resources available to them. Certeau defines “everyday practices” as “‘ways of operating’ 

or doing things,” and alludes to their universality in the preface to L’Invention du 

quotidien. Volume 1. Arts de faire (1980):  

…what I really want to work out is a science of singularity; that is to say, a 

science of the relationships that links everyday pursuits to particular 

circumstances. And only in the local network of labor and recreation can one 

grasp how, within a grid of socio-economic constraints, these pursuits unfailingly 

establish relational tactics (a struggle for life), artistic creations (an aesthetic), 

and autonomous initiatives (an ethic). The characteristically subtle logic of these 
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“ordinary” activities comes to light only in the details.11  

This search for meaning in the overlooked details of the everyday is a hallmark of 

Certeau’s work. My analysis applies some of Certeau’s ideas on relational tactics – how 

people navigate their everyday through appropriation to meet their needs – and on 

movement through places, explained in his essays, “Walking in the City” and “Railway 

Navigation and Incarceration.” 

 

Contemporary Interpretations 

Artists and academics in France, Great Britain, and the United States have been 

particularly fascinated with the notion of the everyday, as part of a resurgence of interest 

since the 1980s. Michael Sheringham, author of Everyday Life: Theories and Practices 

from Surrealism to the Present (2006), argues that this is due, in part, to the “decline of 

the novel in the 1980s and 1990s in favour of hybrid works exploiting the documentary 

impulse in such modes as autobiography, biography, the journal, historical writing, travel 

writing and the essay” (3). Opinions differ over interpreting the quotidien, yet a 

consensus exists on the power of its subversiveness and its utility as tool of critique. 

Several of today’s more prominent scholars of the everyday also locate their work within 

the field of Cultural Studies. By linking the study of cultural “artifacts,” behaviors, and 

trends to larger political and social contexts, they naturally use the quotidien as a starting 

point for inquiry. 

                                                
11 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendall. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984) ix. 
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 Kristin Ross has written extensively on the quotidien from a Cultural Studies 

perspective. Her books and essays document daily life in France in post-World War II 

culture, and are reviews of past expressions of the quotidien. They focus on both the 

increased importance of objects in French everyday life – the cars, washing machines, 

products, etc. of 1950s France – as well as the political ramifications of France’s 

transformed and modernized quotidien as of 1968. May ’68 and its afterlives (2002) 

attributes much of the social and political unrest in 1960s France to the wide scale 

discontent with how the newly-emerged post-war quotidien provoked a call for change in 

values of how to live one’s life, away from alienating obsessions with objects of 

consumption.  

 Ross believes, like Lefebvre, that to critique the everyday is to raise it to a political 

level, and her writing reflects this interest: “To advance a theory of everyday life is to 

elevate lived experience to the status of a critical concept – not merely in order to 

describe lived experience, but in order to change it.”12 In an issue of Yale French Studies 

on “Everyday Life” (1987), editors Alice Kaplan and Ross present the everyday as a 

topic of surprising complexity:  

The quotidian is on the one hand the realm of routine, repetition, reiteration: the 

space/time where constraints and boredom are produced. … [And yet] the 

everyday harbors the possibility of its own transformation; it gives rise…to 

desires which cannot be satisfied within a weekly cycle of 

                                                
12 Alice Kaplan and Kristin Ross. Yale French Studies: Everyday Life. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1987) No. 73, 1. 
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production/consumption. The Political…is hidden in the everyday, exactly where 

it is most obvious: in the contradictions of lived experience, in the most banal 

and repetitive gestures of everyday life – the commute, the errand, the 

appointment. It is in the midst of the utterly ordinary, in the space where the 

dominant relations of production are tirelessly and relentlessly reproduced, that 

we must look for utopian and political aspirations to crystallize. (3) 

Ross also looks at the evolution of the quotidien and space over time. The Emergence of 

Social Space: Rimbaud and the Paris Commune (1988) is useful to my research for its 

analysis of how the events of 1871 altered spaces and places in which Parisians lived and 

worked; from this, I extrapolate ideas about how societal trends and political events affect 

one’s quotidien. Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French 

Culture (1995) examines the creation of new quotidiens as a result of the post-war 

economic boom and its effect on one’s sense of well-being, providing, again, an 

understanding of how events touching a nation can alter the most seemingly minute 

gestures of one’s day. 

In Everyday Life: Theories and Practices from Surrealism to the Present (2006), 

Michael Sheringham, explains that the current resurgence of interest in the everyday 

stems from the groundbreaking and interwoven work of several key theorists (Lefebvre, 

de Certeau, Barthes, and Perec) between 1960 and 1980, as well as other contributions, 

including those of the Surrealists and Situationists. Sheringham then explores the current 

artistic and intellectual activity around the subject of the quotidien, noting its diversity 

across genres and questioning its function and boundaries. His conviction is that “… we 
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are dealing here with a real tradition rooted in cultural and intellectual history, where the 

period between 1960 and 1980 is a phase of active, if often invisible, invention, and the 

period from 1980 to 2000 (and beyond) a phase of practice, variation, and dissemination” 

(6). In addition, like other current theorists, he attempts to define the everyday by posing 

questions: 

Does the ‘everyday’ refer to an objective ‘content’, defined by a particular kind 

of (daily) activity, or is it best thought of in terms of such notions as rhythm, 

repetition, festivity, ordinariness, non-cumulation, seriality, the generic, the 

obvious, the given? Are there events or acts that are uniquely ‘everyday,’ or is 

the quotidien a way of thinking about events and acts in the ‘here and now’ as 

opposed to the longer term? (14-15) 

I rely on the historical aspects of his book to better understand the texts of my study, but 

find most useful his interdisciplinary approach and the questions he raises about the 

“dimension of experience addressed by artists and thinkers when they invoke the 

quotidien or related concepts” (14-15). These methods corroborate my own 

interdisciplinary approach, which seeks to prove that there is common ground among the 

contemporary artists of my study and point to new ways to consider the quotidien. For 

example, he asks whether certain genres are better “vehicles” for the expression of the 

quotidien or whether the quotidien defies any kind of categorization: 

Do specific genres or media have particular virtues in granting access to, or 

purchase on, the everyday? Or does the everyday seem to slip between the 

fingers,…of established genres and, by virtue of an inherent elusiveness, seem to 

escape the purview of, say, narrative fiction, lyric poetry, drama, film, 
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photography, pictorial art, reportage, thriving on the indeterminancy offered by 

the transgression of generic boundaries? (15) 

I ultimately agree that the quotidien seeks to subvert categorization rather than gravitate 

towards any one particular art form.  

Michael Gardiner approaches the study of the everyday differently in that he 

focuses on its “extraordinary” aspect, as well as privileging human relations over the role 

of objects in the quotidien. Gardiner, in union with Certeau, states that the everyday’s 

“very presence is not always registered by the panoptic gaze of bureaucratic power; it 

remains an inchoate and heterodox mix of fluid, multiple and symbolically dense 

practices and thoughts (Certeau 1984: 60).”13 In Critiques of Everyday Life (2000), 

Gardiner departs from the above by delving further into the everyday’s latent qualities. 

He explains that, 

Whereas for mainstream interpretive approaches the everyday is the realm of the 

ordinary, the alternative pursued here is to treat it as a domain that is potentially 

extraordinary.14  

The ordinary can become extraordinary not by eclipsing the everyday, or 

imagining we can arbitrarily leap beyond it to some ‘higher’ level of cognition or 

action, but by fully appropriating and activating the possibilities that lie hidden, 

and typically repressed, within it. (6) 

This perspective is particularly useful to my study because I seek to extract this other less 

apparent dimension of the quotidien in the chosen texts, so that train journeys, a day in 

                                                
13 Michael Gardiner. Critiques of Everyday Life (London: Routledge, 2000) 16. From Michel de Certeau. 
The Practice of Everyday Life, Trans. S. Rendall.  
14 Gardiner cites Karel Kosík’s Dialectics of the Concrete (1976: 43) 210. 
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the life of a traditional farmer, and an inner city classroom can be fully explored for their 

essence, rather than routine nature. 

 Gardiner also seeks to revive the human aspect of the everyday, having been 

superseded by objects, a consequence of modernity: 

…the everyday world has acquired an artificial triviality and repetitiveness 

because it is progressively under the thumb of a bureaucratic, functionalist logic. 

The result is a homogenization of the concrete particularities of everyday 

lifeworld, an ‘emptying out’ of the richness and complexity of daily 

experience…. (13) 

This reminder to include discussion of human relationships is critical for the analysis of 

certain texts in my study. Again, one of Gardiner’s main arguments is that the key to 

transforming one’s quotidien is its human aspect: human volition will ultimately dictate 

change, not objects. 

 In Everyday life and cultural theory: an Introduction, Ben Highmore focuses on 

those theorists and artists who have sought to defamiliarize the everyday: “To see 

everyday modernity as boring or relentlessly routinized is to capture only one side of its 

general articulation. Alongside this, and overlapping with it, is the everyday as mystery” 

(12). Like the other scholars discussed, Highmore documents those who refuse “to see 

the realm of the everyday as unproblematic” (18), but unlike them, devotes much of his 

discussion to the subject of the aesthetics of representations of the everyday. This aspect 

of his work is particularly helpful, for he articulates clearly what I have already found to 

be true for my smaller sampling of contemporary texts invoking the quotidien: the 
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discourses used to analyze the everyday cannot be taken for granted because, as shown in 

his work, the aesthetic of the everyday is one “of experimentation that recognizes that 

actuality always outstrips the procedures for registering it” (23). My argument that the 

contemporary quotidien differs from past practices is based, in part, on the fact that its 

context – twenty-first-century life – has changed. 

 Other studies are pertinent to my research. For example, the work of Joe Moran 

targets the banal aspects of the everyday in his work, noting that the “emphasis on ritual 

or consumption in cultural studies has produced a limiting notion of the everyday that 

values the creative and recreational over the banal and boring.”15 He studies “exterior 

spaces,” in part to “focus on collective routines where the possibilities for consumerist 

reinvention are most limited” (12). I consider his ideas on commuting, for example, in 

my analysis of the short film, Loin du 16ème. In addition, Kathleen Stewart addresses in 

Ordinary Affects “[the] things that happen” – daily events of all sizes and consequence – 

which through their patterning, changeability, and accumulation shape the flow of 

individual and collective quotidiens.16 

 

Theorizing Space and Place 

Since the beginning of this project, I have considered many texts that exemplify 

the quotidien as a “representational strategy” in contemporary French culture for 

                                                
15 Joe Moran. Reading the Everyday (London: Routledge, 2005) 11. 
16 Kathleen Stewart. Ordinary Affects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007) 2. 
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inclusion in my dissertation.17 For the final group of selected texts, I needed to determine 

their common thread beyond their interest in rendering the everyday. While I could have 

equally read these novels and films for their commentaries on the quotidien and 

profession, gender, ethnicity, or socio-economics, among other variables, I discovered 

that these works speak most directly to the question of “where” the quotidien unfolds, 

(namely, farm, urban school, suburb, métro, island, and solitude), and thus, apply 

different spatial terms to deepen my discussion. 

 Why is the discussion of the quotidien and location so provocative, and moreover, 

timely? First, treating them in tandem magnifies their slippery nature as terms; said to be 

overlooked and in need of revival, they also produce little consensus over their 

definitions, and operate as processes without beginning or end. Attesting to the open-

endedness of time and space, Maurice Blanchard referred to the quotidien as  

“this ‘devenir perpétuel’ … [perpetual becoming], a mobile indeterminancy and 

openness, that gives the quotidien its radical character.”18 Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift, 

editors of Thinking Space, similarly view space as movement towards something else, 

emphasizing that contemporary evaluations of the term all indicate a departure from the 

“Kantian perspective on space – as an absolute category – towards space as process and 

in process (that is space and time combined in becoming)” (3).  

Second, location – expressed as space, place, lieu, non-lieu, among other terms – 

has been an important, if not urgent, area of discourse in recent years. Within film, for 
                                                
17 I borrow this term from Thinking Space, in which editors Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift use it in reference 
to space (1). Given the similarities between the quotidien and space, I apply it here.  
18 Michael Sheringham, Everyday Life, 16. He quotes Maurice Blanchot, L’Entretien infini (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1969) 363. 
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example, Cahiers du Cinéma devoted its March 2011 issue to “La France: Qu’en pense le 

cinéma?” in which recent films set in a multitude of locations across France are analyzed 

for their statements on “le pays dans lequel on vit” (“the country in which we live”).19 

Stéphane Delorme, Cahiers’ editor, confirms the trend of the last decade treating France 

as an “object” of study, observing that “Les obsessions sont nombreuses et aisément 

discernables (la régionalization, l’immigration, la colonisation, la citoyenneté), tout ce 

qui secoue le pays se retrouvant de plus en plus obstinément sur les écrans” (1) (“The 

obsessions are numerous and easily discernable [regionalization, immigration, 

colonization, citizenship], all that is shaking the country finds itself more and more 

obstinately on the screens”). I add to this observation that many artists are using the 

quotidien to access such discussions, literally by providing a normally unavailable 

window into the daily lives of ordinary people. Philosophy, too, witnesses the new and 

significant inclusion of location as a variable; the editors of Thinking Space, for example, 

remark that “…the ‘where’ is now joining the ‘who,’ the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of 

philosophy and social theory on roughly equal terms” (Crang and Thrift 25).  

In my analysis, as spatial terms vary in meaning and between languages, I specify 

types of spaces and places, rather than just use terms interchangeably. As Crang and 

Thrift observe, “The problem is not so much that space means very different things – 

what concepts do not – but that it is used with such abandon that its meanings run into 

each other before they have been properly interrogated (1). Do language differences 

matter in this discussion? Yi-Fu Tuan suggests that differences matter only if one takes 

                                                
19 Stéphane Delorme. “La France dans tous ses états.” Cahiers du cinéma March 2011: 1. 
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culture into account when trying to understand perceptions and uses of space, such as the 

establishment of “home” or attainment of freedom of “space.” While Tuan’s method is 

ultimately cross-cultural, I do consider any particularities of French spatial terms as they 

arise to better understand what makes these depictions of the quotidien “French.” Of 

interest, for example, is the difference and overlap between Tuan’s sense of space and 

place and Marc Augé’s lieu (“place”) and non-lieu (“non-place”), and furthermore, that 

space and place in English can translate to, respectively in French, espace and place, and 

lieu and endroit.  

Throughout my work, I refer to various theorists on space, but primarily engage 

the perspectives of Georges Perec, Yi-Fu Tuan, and Marc Augé, outlined below. 

Collectively, they inform my idea that space and place are integral aspects of current 

discourse on the quotidien for the notions of instability and value they introduce. Each 

theorist points to dimensions of modernity in which, first, space is defined as a 

multiplicity of malleable and chameleon-like forms and purposes, and second, one’s 

experience of a location determines its meaning or worth. The quotidiens of my selected 

depictions destabilize the spatial categories which they had previously defined, so that, 

for example, the disappearance of a set of routines in rural France leads to a different 

relationship with the land by its inheritors. The question of cause and effect, furthermore, 

becomes ambiguous when we move towards stories set in the newer locations of transit 

and solitude. For example, the ritual of Ana’s daily metro commute in the short film, Loin 

du 16ème, is fatiguing for its distance, numerous transfers, and departure from her family 

to care for another; this process renders the métro space as heartless, but conversely, as a 



   

31 

modern form of transit designed for efficiency not intimacy, it exacerbates Ana’s 

weariness and alienation. In short, the quotidien transforms space and place through slow 

and daily erosion, but spatial realities often have agency in shaping one’s experience of 

their daily activities and events.  

Of note, I do not use “home” as a spatial category for discussion because I 

consider the protagonists of my selected texts to be detached from home. While home  

may count as a place (space with meaning, in Tuan’s definition), I do not focus on 

dwellings or their possible subdivisions in the same manner as, for example, Gaston 

Bachelard, who sketches home so meticulously in La Poétique de l’Espace (1957). As he 

writes:  

Home is an intimate place. We think of the house as home and place, but 

enchanted images of the past are evoked not so much by the entire building, 

which can only be seen, as by its components and furnishings, which can be 

touched and smelled as well: the attic and the cellar, the fireplace and the bay 

window, the hidden corners, a stool, a gilded mirror, a chipped shell.20  

Perec and Tuan also include spaces and places of the home in their writings. Tuan, for 

example, reflects that “in an ideal sense home lies at the center of one’s life, and center 

… connotes origin and beginning.”21 I refer to home throughout my analysis, but 

indirectly through its absence, since these protagonists lack such a center.  

 

                                                
20 Gaston Bachelard. The Poetics of Space. Trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964) 144. 
21 Yi-Fu Tuan. Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1977) 128. 
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Georges Perec 

Georges Perec (1936-1982) cared about where daily life unfolds. Espèces 

d’espaces (1974) addresses this interest through its adoption of a quasi-clinical and yet 

poetic distance to enumerate and describe types of locations for banal daily activities, 

such as sleeping (“Le lit”) and using the sidewalk (“La rue”). Le lit, for example, “est un 

instrument conçu pour le repos nocturne d’une ou de deux personnes, mais pas plus,” and 

therefore, “l’espace individuel par excellence”22 (“The bed is an instrument conceived for 

the nocturnal repose of one or two persons, but no more.…the individual space par 

excellence.”).23 He expands the functions of this site, typical of all of his descriptions, to 

include the less tangible, more emotional experiences within this inventory: “lieu de 

menace informulée, lieu des contraires, espace du corps solitaire encombré de ses harems 

éphémères, espace forclos du désir, lieu improbable de l’enracinement, espace du rêve et 

de la nostalgie oedipienne” (26) (“Bed, where unformulated dangers threatened, the place 

of contraries, the place of the solitary body encumbered by its ephemeral harems, the 

foreclosed space of desire, the improbable place where I had my roots, the space of 

dreams and of an Oedipal nostalgia…”; Sturrock 17). Space, in short, is measured 

physically, but also through the user’s experience.  

Perec, furthermore, makes the everyday appear strange through his 

defamilarization of ordinary tasks and objects associated with various places that are 

                                                
22 Georges Perec. Espèces d’espaces (Paris: Éditions Galilée, 1974) 25, 26. 
23 Georges Perec. Species of Spaces and Other Pieces. Trans. Ed. John Sturrock. (London: Penguin, 1999) 
16. 
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often taken for granted, such as la rue. For example, he inventories and isolates ordinary 

devices and objects which populate a typical urban street to draw our attention to them:  

…il y a ainsi des lampadaires qui s’allument automatiquement dès que la lumière 

du jour commence à décroire de façon significative; …des boîtes dans lesquelles 

les citadins peuvent déposer des lettres que le service des postes viendra collecter 

à heures fixes; …des paniers réservés aux papiers usagés et autres détritus, et 

dans lequels nombre de personnes jettent compulsivement, en passant, un regard 

furtif….(67) 

…there are street lights which go on automatically as soon as daylight begins to 

decline to any significant degree; …boxes into which citizens may put letters 

which the postal services will come to collect at set times; …baskets reserved for 

waste paper and other detritus, into which numbers of people compulsively cast a 

furtive glance as they pass;…. (Sturrock 47) 

Perec’s process of “making strange” those locations we frequent, yet often without 

reflection, resonates with the texts of my study, which equally make curiosities of 

everyday events by isolating and foregrounding them in the narratives, such as farmers 

making coffee early in the morning, a teacher explaining the subjunctive mood to a class, 

and a city-dweller cleaning her apartment.  

 Espèces posits that it is futile to discuss the open spaces that existed before 

becoming segmented into the configurations we know now. Nor is it possible to treat one 

of the resulting segments in isolation. Rather, Perec wants to acknowledge the new array 

of “petits bouts d’espaces” (14) (“small bits of spaces”), which must always be discussed 

relatively; these ends or bits of space – cities, the countryside, subway corridors, public 
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gardens, and the area within France’s legal perimeter, for example – are connected, often 

overlap, and are not fixed. Perec draws attention to our constant movement across this 

self-reconfiguring, multi-purpose puzzle when he writes,  

…les espaces se sont multipliés, morcelés et diversifiés. Il y en a aujourd’hui de 

toutes tailles et de toutes sortes, pour tous les usages et pour toutes les fonctions. 

Vivre, c’est passer d’un espace à un autre, en essayant le plus possible de ne pas 

se cogner. (14)  

…spaces have multiplied, been broken up and have diversified. There are spaces 

today of every kind and every size, for every use and every function. To live is to 

pass from one space to another, while doing your very best not to bump yourself. 

(Sturrock 6).  

Perec’s outlook is, thus, instructive for my analysis for its belief in the transiency of 

spaces and places (i.e. their shifting demarcations) and of the practitioners of quotidiens 

across them. He concludes that “L’espace est un doute…” (122), which “…fond comme 

le sable entre les doigts. Le temps l’emporte et ne m’en laisse que des lambeaux 

informes” (123) (“Space is a doubt… . …which melts like sand running through one’s 

fingers. Time bears it away and leaves me only shapeless shreds”; Sturrock 91). Yi-Fu 

Tuan, presented next, is equally interested in challenging assumed “certainties” of how 

daily events unfold and where. 

 

Yi-Fu Tuan 

In Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (1977), Yi-Fu Tuan explores 

the terms space and place to better define his historical interest in how people experience 
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physical environments (v). Abandoning the “convenient and conventional categories such 

as suburb, town, and city, or the separate treatment of the human senses” (v) of his earlier 

text, Topophilia: a study of environmental perception, attitudes, and values (1974), Tuan 

allows the “single perspective” (v) of experience and the aspects of space and place to 

organically guide this more recent and seminal text. In part, his evolution in approach, 

from traditional categories to alternative ways of considering one’s location, persuaded 

me to include Tuan’s work in my study on locations of the quotidien, for I witness a 

similar dissolution of spatial categories in my texts, from rural and urban to the less 

recognizable and more contemporary ones of edges and interstices. Finally, similar to 

Perec and helpful to my argument, Tuan acknowledges the transition from original and 

singular space to a new multitude of shifting and overlapping areas: 

With the continual extension of clearings the forest eventually disappears. An 

entire landscape is humanized. The fields belonging to one village adjoin those of 

another. The limits of a settlement are no longer clearly visible. They are no 

longer dramatized by the discernible edges of the wilderness. Henceforth the 

integrity of place must be ritually maintained. (166) 

My work questions whether this last objective – securing sites of human value – is 

possible, given the scouring nature of the quotidien in these depictions.  

Definitions are a good point of departure for discussing Tuan’s perspective, 

namely that space is an unfettered blank, whereas place is space with meaning, both 

terms “requir[ing] each other for definition” (6). He writes:    
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“Space” is more abstract than “place.” What begins as undifferentiated space 

becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value. …From the 

security and stability of place we are aware of the openness, freedom, and threat 

of space, and vice versa. Furthermore, if we think of space as that which allows 

movement, then place is pause; each pause in movement makes it possible for 

location to be transformed into place. (6)  

He deepens the notions of space as movement and place as pause with consideration of 

the human dimension, adding that: 

Enclosed and humanized space is place. Compared to space, place is a calm 

center of established values. Human beings require both space and place. Human 

lives are a dialectical movement between shelter and venture, attachment and 

freedom. In open space, one can become intensely aware of place; and in the 

solitude of a sheltered place the vastness of space beyond acquires a haunting 

presence. (54) 

Applied to my selected texts, the terms of space and place produce an essential question: 

do the protagonists’ quotidiens move them towards locations of emptiness or meaning? 

Observing the spatial disorientation of many of the protagonists, I conclude that their 

respective daily and ever-changing constructions cause them to oscillate uncomfortably 

between these poles, which are themselves in flux according to these contemporary 

storytellers. For example, the aging farmers in Profils paysans slowly and regretfully lose 

grip of their quotidiens, while the fate of this place – the countryside marked by 

generations of family and work – is left to Alain, their nephew, who they believe lacks 

passion for the métier (“profession”) of farming. Similarly, the novel Hop là! Un deux 
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trois relates one set of events three times; while the quotidien remains the “constant,” the 

neighborhood is transformed consecutively into coconut palm, cargo ship, and 

mythological site so that the story’s seemingly stationary protagonists are set adrift.  A 

final example is that of Chloé, the protagonist of the film, Chacun cherche son chat, who 

locates the hidden and more stable quotidien of the chaotic Parisian neighborhood in 

which she lives; adopting an earlier version still practiced by an older generation gives 

her a relative sense of well-being and belonging.  

In addition to providing new ways of thinking about environments, Tuan makes 

other observations that complement my discussion of the quotidien in these texts. He 

seeks to revive interest in space and place by paying attention to them, for “When we 

think about [space and place], they may assume unexpected meanings and raise questions 

we have not thought to ask” (3). He asks for similar consideration for “the daily round” 

(146) (which I read as the quotidien) when he writes that, “The real…is important, but 

paradoxically it also goes unnoticed. Life is lived, not a pageant from which we stand 

aside and observe. The real is the familiar daily round, unobtrusive like breathing. The 

real involves our whole being, all our senses” (145-146). Studying Tuan’s ideas is fruitful 

for my work as it also seeks to elevate or revive overlooked dimensions of lived 

experience.  

Finally, as I eventually conclude that some French filmmakers and novelists are 

currently using the quotidien as an argument for a reinvigorated humanism within 

overwhelming and dehumanizing modern conditions, referencing Tuan’s work is 

appropriate. Marked by a “humanistic approach” and “deceptively simple, reflective 
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style,”24 Tuan’s writings reflect his long-standing interest in expanding “concepts of 

geography beyond the physical towards the metaphysical, ethical, and aesthetic” (428). 

Tuan is renowned within “humanistic geography,” an area he helped launch, and also 

considered an “outsider” (427, 429, 430) in the field of geography for his interest in a 

“more existential, experiential and holistic concept of the intimate connection of people 

and places, culture and geography, and the relationship to nature or ‘geopiety’” (427). 

Developed throughout the 1960s and 1970s, his perspectives are refreshingly pertinent to 

those texts which seek to draw attention to modern life’s effects on human beings.  

I depart frequently, though, from Tuan’s views only to show how his definitions 

must be re-evaluated against current realities. For example, his view that space is largely 

a positive environment, representing room for movement and choice, does not sustain 

those protagonists who indeed find themselves daily in a “free” space, yet without the 

ability to move, in short, without choice. Tuan exposes his generally positive view of 

space, even in spite of threat to its freedom, when he writes: 

Space is a common symbol of freedom in the Western world. Space lies open; it 

suggests the future and invites action. On the negative side, space and freedom 

are a threat.…To be open and free is to be exposed and vulnerable. Open space 

has no trodden paths and signposts. It has no fixed pattern of established human 

meaning; it is like a blank sheet on which meaning may be imposed. (54) 

Marc Augé, discussed below, also equates space with freedom, but specifically refers to 

the freedom of anonymity, which can only be “purchased,” such as exchanging a plane 

                                                
24 Paul Rodaway. “Yi-Fu Tuan.” Key Thinkers on Space and Place. Eds. Phil Hubbard and Rob Kitchin. 
2nd ed. (London: SAGE, 2010) 427.  
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ticket to enter the non-lieu of modern air travel. The texts of my study challenge and alter 

Tuan’s idea of space by depicting characters who are paralyzed, not mobilized, by their 

newly-inhabited space.  

Furthermore, while his descriptive approach emphasizes shared traits among 

cultures towards the experience of space and place, I seek to uncover reasons why current 

French culture, in particular, would produce texts that reflect such instability at this both 

individual and collective level of existence. Tuan pursues his project, which asks “general 

questions of human dispositions, capacities, and needs, and how culture emphasizes or 

distorts them” (5-6), but acknowledges the utility of looking within individual cultures 

for responses to an individual’s relationship with their environment. As he writes, “Places 

can be made visible by a number of means: rivalry or conflict with other places, visual 

prominence, and the evocative power of art, architecture, ceremonials and rites. … 

Identity of place is achieved by dramatizing the aspirations, needs, and functional 

rhythms of personal and group life” (178). My study indeed focuses on French artistic 

responses to the meaning of the everyday in the twenty-first century as well as the 

changes in venues.  

 

Marc Augé 

In Non-Lieux: Introduction à une anthropologie de la surmodernité (1992), Marc 

Augé identifies a new “excess” within contemporary society manifesting in how we think 

about time, space, and ourselves. For Augé, this state of surmodernité is fueled by an 

incessant “besoin quotidien” (“daily need”) to give sense to everything that happens in 
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the world (41), the notion that the world is “smaller” thanks to improved transportation of 

all types and to images that transport viewers immediately to far-flung destinations (44), 

and the impulse, in spite of a renewed interest in collective histories, to understand the 

world from an individual perspective (51).25 Together, “la surabondance événementielle, 

la surabondance spatiale et l’individualisation des références” (55) (“overabundance of 

events, spatial overabundance, the individualization of references”)26 produce non-lieux. 

Coined by Augé, this new spatial category clarifies the experience of certain protagonists 

in my analysis who, on a daily basis, inhabit locations characterized by an anonymity that 

is not easily won or liberating. The quotidien is instrumental in creating this location as 

certain regular, modern, and unextraordinary activities, such as the daily commute, strip 

their practitioners of identity and spatial attachments.  

Similar to his work in Un ethnologue dans le métro (1986), Augé examines 

patterns of human behavior at a local level in Non-Lieux, but extends his purview beyond 

the subway car to address sites such as supermarkets, airports, highways, trains, and 

ATM machines. First, Augé defines lieu (“place”) as a location “identitaire, relationnel et 

historique” (100) (“relational, historical and concerned with identity”; Howe 77), with a 

“stabilité minimale” (71) (“minimal stability”; Howe 54), and “sens inscrit et symbolisé” 

(104) (“established and symbolized sense”; Howe 81), which is somewhat similar to 

Tuan’s attribute of meaning to place. Conversely, a non-lieu is a place of anonymity, 

individual as well as collective since so many people inhabit this new terrain, which 

                                                
25 Augé, Marc. Non-Lieux: Introduction à une anthropologie de la surmodernité. (Paris: Seuil, 1992) 
26 Augé, Marc. Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. Trans. Ed. John Howe. 
(London: Verso, 1995) 40. 
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exists in the present. Augé explains that individuals enter non-lieux through an exchange 

of identity for namelessness, usually by showing “proof” in the form of an airplane ticket, 

passport, or metro pass, among others. He likes to illustrate this point with airplane travel, 

which liberates the traveler from referring to anything, once she has cleared the ticket 

kiosk, baggage drop-off, and airport security, and entered the airport concourse and plane 

cabin. From this process, I infer two realities that Augé does not articulate, but become 

evident for the protagonists in several texts studied here: such a location privileges those 

that have the right “currency” to enter that space, and if successful, furthermore, often 

denies these protagonists a sense of liberation.  

Augé measures his ideas against those of another chronicler of modernity, 

Baudelaire, finding distinctions and parallels between his surmodernité and its by-

product, the non-lieu, and Baudelaire’s modernité. He writes that the non-lieu 

acknowledges history but only from a distance: “…contrairement à la modernité 

baudelairienne, [les non-lieux] n’intègrent pas les lieux anciens: ceux-ci, répertoriés, 

classés et promus ‘lieux de mémoire’, y occupent une place circonscrite et spécifique” 

(100) (“unlike Baudelairean modernity, [non-places] do not integrate the earlier places: 

instead these are listed, classified, promoted to the status of ‘places of memory’, and 

assigned to a circumscribed and specific position”; Howe 78). While the lieux of 

modernité synthesize their parts – past and present – the non-lieux of la surmodernité 

“n’opèrent aucune synthèse, n’intègrent rien, autorisent seulement, le temps d’un 

parcours, la coexistence d’invidualités distinctes, semblables et indifférentes les unes aux 

autres” (139) (“they play no part in any synthesis, they are not integrated with anything; 
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they simply bear witness, during a journey, to the coexistence of distinct individualities, 

perceived as equivalent and unconnected”; Howe 111). This view supports, for example, 

my readings of those texts set in the métro where rider-protagonists are suspended in the 

present, and isolated, paradoxically, by the nameless mass in which they journey. Augé, 

however, links this experience of solitude, generated by the non-lieu, and Baudelaire’s 

notion of “le regard” (“the gaze”), or the existence of individual positions, postures, and 

attitudes co-existing in abundance and constantly referring to themselves (117). La 

surmodernité, he writes, is characterized most readily by “tels déplacements du regard, à 

de tels jeux d’images, à de tels évidements de la conscience,” yet today “de façon 

systèmatique, generalisée et prosaïque” (117) (“these shifts of gaze and plays of imagery, 

this emptying of the consciousness,” yet today “in systematic, generalized and prosaic 

fashion”; Howe 93).  

 I return to Augé’s proposals throughout my analysis, but underline here why they 

resonate with my view of the quotidien as an artistic device that transforms its locations. 

First, as lieu and non-lieu are not fixed entities, but rather unstable sites, the project of the 

quotidien to modify can never have stable or clear results. Augé explains this quality 

when he writes: “Le lieu et le non-lieu sont plutôt des polarités fuyantes: le premier n’est 

jamais complétement effacé et le second ne s’accomplit jamais totalement – palimpsestes 

où se réinscrit sans cesse le jeu brouillé de l’identité et de la relation (101) (“Place and 

non-place are rather like opposed polarities: the first is never completely erased, the 

second never totally completed: they are like palimpsests on which the scrambled game 

of identity and relations is ceaselessly rewritten”; Howe 79). Second, as stated above, 
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access to non-lieux is not free or a guarantee of happiness. Third, Augé illustrates that, 

while the centre-ville may exist and flourish in many French cities and towns, the idea of 

a spatial center is ultimately false, a truism relevant to my readings of urban depictions of 

the everyday in which center remains a relative description. Finally, Augé points to the 

paradox of an increased sense of the world at large and concomitant fervor to locate and 

promote one’s pays natal: 

…nous vivons une époque, sous cet aspect aussi, paradoxale: au moment même 

où l’unité de l’espace terrestre devient pensable et où se renforcent les grands 

reseaux multinationaux, s’amplifie la clameur des particularismes; de ce qui 

veulent retrouver une patrie, comme si le conservatisme dans uns et le 

messianisme des autres étaient condamnés à parler le même langage: celui de la 

terre et des racines. (48)  

For the time we live in is paradoxical in this aspect, too: at the very same 

moment when it becomes possible to think in terms of the unity of terrestrial 

space, and the big multinational networks grow strong, the clamour of 

particularisms rise; clamour from those who want to stay at home in peace, 

clamour from those who want to find a mother country. As if the conservatism of 

the former and the messianism of the latter were condemned to speak the same 

language: that of the land and roots. (Howe 34) 

This insight, shared almost two decades ago, is still relevant when we look at his own 

example of the preference among European countries for separate national identities 

rather than collectivity for its members (148). Some current French artists use the 

quotidien – this display of change – to halt cultural homogenization by focusing on the 
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local and the unique; Raymond Depardon, for example, exhibits this strategy as he 

exposes and preserves the disappearing routines of elderly French farmers who have not 

succumbed to the growth of agribusiness.  

 

Theory on the Quotidien and the City 

I include here a focused discussion of theory on the quotidien and the city since 

ideas about the everyday and this location are central for understanding how the everyday 

operates in other locations. First, it is necessary to understand how this complex 

environment produces struggle on a daily basis, and in turn, how individual and 

collective quotidiens transform the city. I attempt this while heeding Georges Perec’s 

caution to “Ne pas essayer trop vite de trouver une définition de la ville; c’est beaucoup 

trop gros, on a toutes les chances de se tromper” (Espèces 83) (“Don’t rush to find a 

definition of the city; it’s too large and it’s easy to make a mistake”). Certainly, the 

factors of a city’s diverse population and daunting topography – “a more or less fixed 

system of space and places, and as the motions or transitions that traverse that 

structure”27 – contribute to a dizzying array of activities and locations. As the 

protagonists of these texts navigate, use, and inhabit this multi-dimensional structure on a 

daily basis, they enter both overt and more concealed struggles over autonomy, language 

registers, and culture. The quotidien as an artistic device exposes such conflicts, but also 

leaves them unresolved to mutate endlessly. As a result, characters are profoundly stuck, 

adrift, ejected, or advanced, and the city as a “center” begins to disintegrate, so that 
                                                
27 Andrew Webber and Emma Wilson, eds. Cities in Transition: the moving image and the modern 
metropolis (London, New York: Wallflower Press) 2. 
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Perec’s question, “Qu’est-ce que le coeur d’une ville?” (85) (“What is the heart of a 

city?”), becomes rhetorical. 

Of course, representing the city as splintered does not divest it – or the quotidiens 

that drive it – of artistic and discursive significance. While certain observers, addressed in 

chapter 3, point to the weakened interest in the French city as subject matter for artists 

and critics, and to the newer ones of the banlieue, regions throughout France, and non-

lieux (non-places, void of meaning), I contend that the exposure of the city’s schisms, 

represented by clashing or layered quotidiens, is a substantial part of recent artistic work 

in French culture. Moreover, its discussion still matters; the city as an accretion of 

quotidiens – a history – distinguishes this urban site from the more recent ones of interest, 

so that changes in appearance, configuration, and use are not only monumental, but a 

comment on “Establishment,” which has appeared to lie at its heart. This quality of 

accumulation is also, paradoxically, cause for instability since the city never ceases to 

develop, giving us new reasons to study it. Lefebvre explains this dynamic of a city’s 

unfinished density when he writes: 

La ville (la réalite urbaine) rassemble les fruits de la terre et…les produits de 

l’industrie et aussi les oeuvres, les idées….Elle réagit sur ce qu’elle rassemble et 

cette rencontre est elle-même productrice et créatrice (d’oeuvres, d’objets, 

d’actes, de situations). La concentration ne va pas sans la confrontation…Pas de 

réalite urbaine sans un centre. Mais la centralité urbaine peut toujours rassembler 

plus d’objets et d’actes et de situations. La centralité n’est donc jamais parfaite, 

jamais achevée. Elle implique l’ici et l’ailleurs, le point central et tous les objets, 
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la forme et le contenu, l’autre et le même. Tout centre renvoie à un autre 

centre…et le suscite.28  

The city (the urban reality) gathers the fruit of the earth and...the products of 

industy and also, tasks and ideas. It reacts to what it has gathered and this 

intersection is itself productive and creative (of tasks, objects, acts, situations). 

This concentration does not occur without problems…No urban reality exists 

without a center. But urban centrality can always gather more objects, acts, and 

situations. Centrality is, therefore, never perfect, never complete. It implicates the 

here and there, the central point, and all objects, form, and content, new and old. 

Every center refers to another one and provokes it.  

These respective modernist and post-modern notions of fragmentation and duplicity – of 

locations, individual quotidiens, and centers – situate this topic within contemporary 

discussions.  

Lastly, it is important to recall, as a contextual gesture, that the very notion of an 

everyday developed in association with the city; hence, propositions that renderings of its 

current quotidiens cause its disintegration are radical. In her tracing of historical 

references to a quotidien, Kristin Ross underscores the novelty of the quotidien in this 

light. She cites Henri Lefebvre’s work on the topic, who found that studying early texts 

on “the lost daily habits of lost ages and civilizations” revealed an absence of everyday 

life in “rural, pre-modern communities” due to the omnipresence of “Church and 

                                                
28 Henri Lefebvre. “Eléments d’une théorie de l’objet.” Du Rural à l’urbain. (Paris: Anthropos, 1970) 284. 
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monarch.”29 These entities “impart[ed] a distinct imprint or style—and thus significance 

– to every gesture, utensil, or article of clothing” (21). Observing the Church’s then 

weakened influence over people’s daily lives, Ross claims that the new cities generated 

an everyday:  

…when European cities began to swell with the arrival of large numbers of 

newcomers, when the lived experience of those new urban dwellers became 

organized, channeled, and codified into a set of repetitive and hence, visible 

patterns, when markets became common between the provinces and the capital, 

when everything – money, work, hours, miles, calories, minutes – became 

calculated and calculable, and when objects, people, and the relationships 

between them changed under the onslaught of such quantification. Only then, 

midway through the last century (nineteenth century), and only there, in the large 

Western metropolises, did the world, in Lefebvre’s words, “turn to prose.” (21) 

Ross connects this “distinctly modern…bourgeois phenomenon” (21) with the 

appearance in 1863 of a series of essays about the new spectacle of city life, unique to 

mid-century French life and notably urban, Baudelaire’s Le Peintre de la vie moderne. 

Baudelaire is frequently credited for having suggested, in this work, the value of 

observing the daily rhythms of a city, and in translating it artistically. He encapsulates his 

impressions on dandies, war, modernity, and women’s fashion and makeup, among other 

topics, in ideas about how to render the variety and bustle of modern life in painting. 

Lynn Gumpert echoes Ross’ attribution to Baudelaire’s text in, “Beyond the Banal: An 

                                                
29 Kristin Ross. “French Quotidian.” The Art of the Everyday: The Quotidian in Postwar French Culture. 
(New York: New York University Press, 1997) 21. 
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Introduction to the Art of the Everyday,” noting Baudelaire’s emphasis on the temporal 

significance – the present – of the quotidien and the influence of his ideas on then 

contemporary art:  

[This] thinly veiled celebration of the painter, Constantin Guys…inspired much 

modernist art produced during the second half of the nineteenth century. 

According to Baudelaire, only those artists who chose to concentrate on what he 

poetically called “the memory of the present” were appropriate to the modern 

age.30  

Baudelaire’s early attempts to define the essence of the quotidien are predecessors to 

their contemporary counterparts in that they signal the eternal ambiguity of the quotidien: 

“La modernité, c’est le transitoire, le fugitif, le contingent, la moitié de l’art, dont l’autre 

moitié est l’éternel et l’immuable”31 (“Modernity is the transitory, the momentary, the 

contingent, one half of art of which the other half is the eternal and unchangeable”). 

These efforts, furthermore, underscore the everyday’s immediacy:  

Malheur à celui qui étudie dans l’antique autre chose que l’art pur, la logique, la 

méthode générale! Pour s’y trop plonger, il perd la mémoire du présent; il 

abdique la valeur et les priviléges fournis par la circonstance; car presque toute 

notre originalité vient de l’estampille que le temps imprime à nos sensations. 

(520) 

                                                
30 Lynn Gumpert. “Beyond the Banal: An Introduction to the Art of the Everyday.” The Art of the 
Everyday: The Quotidian in Postwar French Culture. Ed. (New York: New York University Press, 1997) 
15. 
31 Charles Baudelaire. “Le Peintre de la vie moderne.” Baudelaire: Écrits sur l’art. Ed. Francis Moulinat. 
Paris: Librairie Générale Française, 1999. 503-550: 518. Essay first published in Le Figaro, 1863. 
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Unhappy is he who does not learn of pure art, logic, and general method when 

studying Antiquity! To bury oneself in it means to forget one’s memory of the 

present; he gives up the values and privileges that circumstance provides since 

nearly most of our originality comes from the stamp imprinted on our sensations 

by time.  

Lastly, Baudelaire proposes techniques for rendering modern daily city life, which are 

similar to contemporary trends, such as minimalism and the accumulation of detail: 

Plus l’artiste y mettra de beauté, plus l’œuvre sera précieuse; mais il y a dans la 

vie triviale, dans la métamorphose journalière des choses extérieures, un 

mouvement rapide qui commande à l’artiste une égale vélocité d’exécution. 

(507)  

The more beauty the artist adds to his representation, the more precious the work; 

but the rapid movement of trivial life and the daily metamorphosis of exterior 

things also forces the artist to work fast. 

Remarkable, however, is Baudelaire’s ecstatic attitude towards the modern quotidien, an 

emotion largely lacking in the texts of this chapter. Current depictions of the urban 

quotidien, in general, are less a celebration than a complicated question of how to make 

daily sense, physically and abstractly, of the city. Wonder at the possibilities is replaced 

by their oppression, with loss of familiar haunts, memory of earlier quotidiens, loneliness, 

and survival as new concerns. 

The texts of chapter 2 belong to a trajectory of renderings in which power is at 

stake, in the form of competing quotidiens in urban settings. In this section, I discuss 

these aspects of Chacun cherche son chat and Dora Bruder to account for their 
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commentary on the French urban quotidien in the late twentieth century, while 

underlining their mostly exterior settings. When juxtaposed with Entre les murs, Chat 

and Dora Bruder illustrate the transitions that have occurred in the location of the urban 

everyday, moving from the quotidien of the city street, to the recurring, but revelatory 

banalities of four-walled city interiors, with both sites now in eternal 

construction/destruction.  

Chacun cherche son chat and Dora Bruder render quotidiens that revolve around 

looking for something or someone: Chat searches for the values and inhabitants of an 

earlier quotidien, superficially through the protagonist’s missing cat and lacking social 

life, while Dora Bruder traces the past steps of a French Jewish teenager and her family 

during the Occupation, alongside those of the author/narrator and of his father. Both 

projects depend mostly on exterior sites, notably la rue and le quartier, through which the 

characters move according to their banal tasks, as well as the city’s rhythms. The practice 

of walking the city, evident in these texts, places them assuredly within the French 

tradition of the quotidien; as explained below, this method is commonly associated with 

Baudelaire, the Surrealists, and the Situationists, and equally with Lefebvre’s ideas on the 

quotidien and la rue, and Certeau’s concepts of strategies and tactics as they relate to 

navigating urban mazes. Just as the notion of le quotidien developed with the growth of 

the French city in the nineteenth century, the sites of le quartier and la rue largely define 

le quotidien in the example of these two texts and many of their twentieth-century 

predecessors.  
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Chat and Dora Bruder also contend with the theme of changes to the city 

landscape and communities, and in turn, daily routines. They represent, towards the 

beginning of the twenty-first century, a new version of the rue-quotidien experience 

(once joyful,32 now tormenting), overt examples of a city’s historical accretion and 

erasure of daily practices, and in general, a quotidien defined as a daily, painstaking 

response to absence. While these are worthwhile strands to explore, I focus here on the 

synonyms of power and the urban quotidien which permeate Chat, Dora Bruder, and 

Entre les murs to illustrate how the contemporary and depicted quotidien helps erode the 

spatial category of “city”; in their vying for autonomy over their everyday choices and 

actions, protagonists are, consequently, propelled towards inhabiting the newer abstract 

spaces of the dispersed, marginal, interstitial, and solitary.  

Below, I briefly elaborate several concepts unique to the French urban quotidien, 

which deepen understanding of the quotidien’s exteriority in Chacun cherche son chat 

and Dora Bruder, and that of their predecessors. First, the urban quotidien has been 

considered theoretically and artistically a project to decipher or experiment to observe. In 

Lefebvre’s call to wrestle meaning from la nouvelle ville, which was replacing older 

communities with “empty” modern developments,33 he presents the urban quotidien as 

something to manipulate and interpret: 

Lis ainsi le texte de la ville nouvelle, comme lisent le leur le mathématicien, le 

physicien, le biochimiste. Prends-la comme expérience, comme laboratoire, 

comme éprouvette si tu veux, mais pas au sens où quelque expérimenteur 

                                                
32 Baudelaire 513-514. 
33 Simon During. The Cultural Studies Reader. (London: Routledge, 2008, 3rd. ed.) 147. 
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maladroit manie des ingrédients inertes. Considère-la comme le lieu d’expérience 

priviligié où les hommes doivent enfin conquérir et créer leur vie quotidienne, 

par échecs et erreurs corrigées, par approximations successives, par abstraction 

dépassée vers le concret…. (Lefebvre)34  

So read the text of the new town, like the mathematician, the physicist and the 

biochemist read theirs. Use it as an experiment, as a laboratory, as a test tube if 

you like, but not in the sense in which some clumsy lab assistant might handle 

new materials. Think of it as a place of privileged experiment where at last men 

are about to conquer and control their everyday lives, through trial and error, 

successive approximations, abstractions superseded and concrete reality 

achieved….35  

While illustrative, his basic notion of the city as a project or experiment was certainly not 

new. Surrealist texts of the 1920s, notably Nadja (André Breton, 1928) and Le Paysan de 

Paris (Louis Aragon 1926), intentionally explored everyday Paris, albeit in an intuitive 

and meandering manner. Sheringham remarks that, “The kinds of experience Breton 

reports on in Nadja are the fruits of an attitude of openness…epitomized by that non-

utilitarian wandering in urban space that the Situationists would later call dérive….” (73). 

The “investigation” of Aragon’s text, while considered a mythology rather than an 

alteration of the experience of the urban everyday (75), is still significantly similar to that 

of Nadja: “The focus is on active exploration, through experimental practice, of lived 

experience in concrete space (74). Through their intentional, but aimless derives 

                                                
34 Henri Lefebvre, L’introduction à la modernité  (Minuit: Paris, 1962) 130. 
35 Henre Lefebvre. Introduction to Modernity. Trans. John Moore. (London: Verso, 1995) 125.  
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(“driftings”), the Situationists of the late 1950s and 1960s made a project of abandoning 

routine to uncover urban surprises.  

In 1974, Perec meticulously inventories the activities and fixities of a street in 

Paris at the end of a day to capture its rhythms and peculiarities, in “Travaux pratiques” 

(“fieldwork” in this context). From his viewpoint – “[d’une] terrasse d’un café près du 

carrefour Bac-Saint-Germain, à sept heures du soir, le 15 mai 1973” (Espèces 70) (“from 

a café terrace near the intersection of Bac-Saint-Germain, at 7 p.m., May 15 1973”) – he 

recommends methods of observation characteristic of uncovering the quotidien, such as 

engaging the banal: “Il faut y aller…doucement, presque bêtement. Se forcer à écrire ce 

qui n’a pas d’intérêt, ce qui est le plus évident, le plus commun, le plus terne” (70) (“You 

must set about it more slowly, almost stupidly. Force yourself to write down what is of no 

interest, what is most obvious, most common, most colourless”; Sturrock 50). Recent 

investigations into how people construct their days within the city setting include 

filmmaker Yamina Benguigui’s short film (2010) for the RATP (Régie Autonome des 

Transports Parisiens), Métro, bus, RER, etc. Histoires de vies en commun ("Metro, bus, 

RER, etc. Shared life stories"). 

Second, la rue, le quartier, and la ville have been synonymous with the quotidien. 

Similar to Baudelaire’s proposal that la ville and le quotidien express each other, la rue, 

in the twentieth-century, often epitomizes the quotidien. This equation is significant in 

Chacun cherche son chat  and Dora Bruder, in which the depicted quotidiens depend 

largely on the urban street, to the extent that the terms become interchangeable. Such an 
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intertwining is not a novelty. Lefebvre has heralded the place/space of la rue as the pre-

eminent site of the quotidien throughout his writings, as in the extract below: 

Intermédiaire très privilégié entre les secteurs du quotidien – les lieux de travail, 

la demeure, les endroits de distractions – la rue représente la vie quotidienne, 

dans notre société….Elle n’est rien que le lieu de passage, d’interférences, de 

circulation et de communication. Donc elle est tout, ou presque: le microcosme 

de la modernité. Apparence mouvante, elle offre publiquement ce qui est ailleurs 

caché. Elle le réalise sur la scène d’un théâtre presque spontané.36 

Highly privileged intermediary between the sectors of the everyday – workplace, 

home, places of distraction – the street represents daily life in our society…It is 

nothing but a place of passage, interferences, traffic, and communication. It is, 

thus, everything or nearly: the microcosm of modernity. In motion, [the street] 

offers publically what is otherwise hidden, produced on this almost spontaneous 

stage.  

Such ebullience is not limited to Lefebvre or Baudelaire: Sheringham remarks that “The 

street is the true ground of the surrealist adventure” (73), and uses the character of Nadja 

to illustrate this connection of urban site – la rue – and daily events: “What makes Nadja 

always ‘inspirée et inspirante’ (inspired and inspiring) is that ‘[elle] n’aimait qu’être dans 

la rue, pour elle seul champ d’expérience valable’ (she only liked being in the street, for 

her the only valid field of experience) (I, 716)” (73). What distinguishes Chat’s Chloé or 

Dora Bruder’s narrator from Baudelaire’s flâneur, Lefebvre’s participants, or Breton’s 

                                                
36 Henri Lefebvre. Introduction à la psycho-sociologie de vie quotidienne. 1960. Du Rural à l’urbain. 
Mario Gaviria, comp. (Paris: Anthropos, 1970) 98. 
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Nadja is their daily experience of the street, where incertitude and distress replace 

enthrallment.  

Third, walking the city is a method integral to understanding daily events and 

choices. While la rue is integral to contemporary depictions of the urban quotidien, the 

physical act of following it is just as significant. The protagonists of Chat and Dora 

Bruder construct their everyday through their ambulations, these building blocks of 

opportunities for observation, discovery, rencontres (“meetings”), and purchases. Certeau 

makes this important connection between walking and the movement and richness of 

one’s day in the city, with strong illusions to a resulting, but ever-changing, woven 

narrative: 

The ordinary practitioners of the city live…below the thresholds at which 

visibility begins. They walk – an elementary form of this experience of the city; 

they are walkers, Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow the thick and thins of an 

urban “text” they write without being able to read it. These practitioners make 

use of spaces that cannot be seen….The paths that correspond in these 

intertwining, unrecognized poems in which each body is an element signed by 

many others, elude legibility. It is as though the practices organizing a bustling 

city were characterized by their blindness. The networks of these moving, 

intersecting writings compose a manifold story that has neither author nor 

spectator, shaped out of fragments of trajectories and alterations of spaces: in 

relation to representations, it remains daily and indefinitely other.37  

                                                
37 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendall. 93. 
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By comparison, the simple or open-ended narratives of Chat and Dora Bruder are written 

via such daily, anonymous, and infinite spirals through urban spaces and places.  

These narratives are also marked by an anxious emptiness – of community and a 

life ended early – which is a significant change in quality from the joy and sense of 

leisure of the nineteenth-century flâneur. Baudelaire’s “l’observateur passionné” 

(Baudelaire 514) (“passionate observer”) discovered the world by moving exuberantly 

about the city:  

…une immense jouissance d’élire domicile dans le nombre, dans l’ondoyant dans 

le mouvement, dans le fugitif et l’infini. Etre hors de chez soi, et pourtant se 

sentir partout chez soi; voir le monde, être au centre du monde et rester caché au 

monde…. L’observateur est un prince qui jouit partout de son incognito. (514) 

...an enormous pleasure to join the masses, the wave of the movement, the 

fugitive and the infinite. To be away from one’s home, yet feel at home 

everywhere; to see the world, to be at its center and remain hidden from it… The 

observer is a prince who enjoys his incognito everywhere. 

The flâneur, furthermore, reflected daily life, visible on the street, as,  

…un miroir aussi immense que cette foule; à un kaléidoscope doué de 

conscience, qui, à chacun de ses mouvements, représente la vie multiple et la 

grace mouvante de tous les éléments de la vie. C’est un moi insatiable du non-

moi, qui, à chaque instant, le rend et l’exprime en images plus vivantes que la vie 

elle-meme, toujours instable et fugitive. (514) 

…a mirror as big as this crowd; a kaleidoscope gifted with conscience, which in 

each of its movements, represents life in its complexity and the moving grace of 
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all of its parts. It is the insatiable me of the non-me, which in each instant renders 

and expresses it in images more alive that life itself, always unstable and fugitive. 

The mobile characters of Chat and Dora Bruder still act as “mirrors” of their larger urban 

environments, or the non-moi, on their daily routes, but the reflection is now marked by a 

void. While Chloé must search for community, Modiano’s narrator traces the steps of an 

historical, young city-dweller, removed from the street in a time of national conflict.  

Finally, the urban everyday is held in a tension between the power of its users to 

change the city landscape and the city’s capacity to puzzle those same users with its 

infinite spatial possibilities. On the one hand, as Lefebvre surmises, city-dwellers 

transform la ville on a daily basis:  

Pour ceux qui l’habitent, la ville est un super-objet, perçu comme tel par ses 

“usagers,” appartenant cependant à des classes, fractions de classes, groupes 

sociaux très divers. Mais c’est aussi une oeuvre perpétuelle, un produit de 

“sujets” intervenant pratiquement, constructeurs, dirigeants politiques, notables et 

groupes influents, habitants modifiant “l’habitat”, qui sans arrêt transforment les 

fonctions et structures et formes urbaines. (Eléments 282)  

For those who live there, the city is a super object, perceived as such by its 

“users,” belonging, however, to classes, parts of classes, very diverse social 

groups. But it is also a perpetual work, a product of intervening “subjects,” 

builders, political leaders, notable people and influential groups, habitants who 

modify the “habitat,” who never stop transforming urban functions, structures, 

and forms. 
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Conversely, urbanites confront, in their daily activities and meanderings, the architectural 

dilemma of the city, as elicited by Andrew Webber, who writes on filming the city:  

…the city is defined by a congestion of fixed spatial organisation…. It is a 

grounded network that will always exceed and elude in its complexity the 

“knowledge” of the cabbie or of the itinerant cinematographer.…At the same 

time, the density of the metropolis in its exterior spatial organisation – which is 

often taken, metonymically, to be ‘the city’ – is massively complicated by its 

character as an agglomeration of interiors, which often tends to be effaced from 

“the city.” (4) 

I explore in greater detail a theoretical extension of this circumstance – individual 

mastery of the planned city – in my discussion of Dora Bruder, specifically, to what 

extent can participants of the urban everyday manipulate it to their own ends. 
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CHAPTER ONE: The Quotidien of the Rural 

Introduction 

In 2005, I attended a screening in Montpellier, France of Raymond Depardon and 

Claudine Nougaret’s documentary, Le quotidien, the third installment of their series on 

waning French farm life, Profils paysans. The theater was full for this local premiere, 

which also featured a discussion with the filmmakers after the screening. The 

overwhelming reception was not surprising, considering the host location, the region of 

Languedoc-Roussillon where small-scale farming helps define this southern, coastal 

section of France. With a history of protectionism and activism towards preserving the 

small farmer from the encroachment of larger agricultural production, the areas 

surrounding Montepellier have a staked interest in Depardon and Nougaret’s 

documentation of the disappearance of one traditional farming quotidien, marked by 

small family operations and livestock herds, and little new technology. The question-and-

answer session was heated, fueled by concerns for the future of younger generations 

interested in preserving and continuing small farming.38  

Attending a 2009 screening of La vie moderne (“Modern Life”) in Montreal, 

Québec, I was again impressed by the turnout, this time of urban Québecois, for this 

latest Profils paysans installment. Without the added attraction of discussion with the 

filmmakers, the screening still drew a great audience, with attendees waiting outside in 
                                                
38 Within this same climate, Le Monde selon Monsanto (The World According to Monsanto) (2008) 
appeared, a documentary by Marie-Monique Robin on the company’s influence, especially in the area of 
genetically modified organisms, on agriculture markets around the world, including France.  
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the cold for ticket sales to begin, and eventually, filling the theater. At the end of the film, 

the audience’s reaction, quietly mesmerized, was palpable. When I began to write this 

dissertation, I thought back to these events, wishing to understand the range of responses, 

from the political to the emotional, to images of the everyday of traditional rural France.  

 This chapter argues that the quotidien, depicted in several recent documentaries 

on the disappearing French farm life, helps diminish the historic, but constructed spatial 

category that these routines have helped define – traditional, rural France. For this 

section, I do not assess the realities of small farming versus the agro-industry in France, 

nor do I consider the politics of farming within the European Union; instead, I seek to 

understand how the quotidien as a display of daily change contributes to this erosion and 

evolution of this space (as a site of vastness) and place (rich in historical associations). I 

focus on Agnès Varda’s Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse (2000) and Raymond Depardon’s 

trilogy, Profils paysans (2000-2008), which portray quotidiens sufficiently antiquated by 

modern standards to suggest their own imminent death, or simply hard to fathom as 

viable in the twenty-first century. As counter-discourses to the tradition of romanticizing 

the countryside, these films reflect the current dissolution of how farmers have been 

constructing their days, which inevitably diminish rural France as a perceived space and 

place. 

 I do not include Nicolas Philibert’s documentary, Être et avoir (2003), in my 

study, but mention it here briefly as part of trend of well-received films on rural France in 

the twenty-first century. It also claims, significantly, that the quotidiens of small-scale, 

nurturing, and tightly-knit environments are still possible. Over the course of a year, 
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Philibert filmed the quotidien of a one-room schoolhouse, its rituals of learning and 

socializing in a mixed-age classroom of twelve students, ages four to ten, in the village of 

Saint-Etienne-sur-Usson, located in the Massif central (Auvergne). The quotidien of this 

rural place is rendered as idyllic, most notably for its small scale human relations, 

between the teacher, George Lopez, and the students and their families. The insular 

school space, located in an isolated region, is a nurturing cocoon, but the teacher prepares 

the children for the larger world through group activities, or practice in solidarity. 

Philibert’s filming style and presentation of twenty-first-century rural “genre scenes” of 

school, home, and farm life (writing letters, making crêpes, driving tractors) contribute to 

this effect.  

Être et avoir resonated deeply with the French viewing public and press for the 

very reasons that Philibert had not intended. Nostalgia for a simpler time, reminders of 

associations with the French countryside (stability, traditional values, beauty), and a 

national discussion of French ideals and education resulted. One of the main responses to 

the film was astonishment that such a quotidien was even still viable, considering the 

long exoduses from rural to city and prevalent familiarity with urban routines, lifestyles, 

and challenges. 
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Myths and realities surrounding the quotidiens of rural France 

Quel citadin n’a jamais rêvé d’aller vivre à la campagne?  

De fuir les rythmes oppressants pour retrouver la nature?39  

(“What city-dweller never dreamed of living in the countryside?  

Of escaping the oppressive rhythms to redescover nature?”) 

I present several views of rural France now to contextualize the disappearing 

quotidiens and rural places and spaces in the documentaries of my study. In addition, they 

help explain the myths or perceptions that France has maintained about these spaces. A 

good starting point is the annual Salon International de l’Agriculture, held in Paris at the 

end of winter, where urban France confronts its rural neighbor in a reinvigoration of 

interests and passions for routines of the countryside. A “fenêtre ouverte sur l'agriculture 

dans toute sa diversité” (“an open window on agriculture in all of its diversity”), the 2010 

exposition publicity lures visitors with fantastic sights and possibilities: competitions 

among “les plus beaux animaux représentatifs” (“the most representative beautiful 

animals”); suggestions for improving one’s garden; a “voyage au cœur des terroirs 

français” (“a trip to the heart of French regions”) to discover regional specialties; visits to 

the villages of “Beauté et mode au naturel” (“Beauty and fashion au naturel”) and 

“Habitat, aménagement et décoration au naturel” (“Home, organization, and decoration 

au naturel”); and careers within the hiring agricultural industry.40 Throughout the 

exposition, the Salon invites these city-dwellers to “retrouver leurs racines et les faire 

                                                
39 Gatien Elie, Allan Popelard, and Paul Vannier. “Des Pauvres relégués à la campagne. Exode urbain, exil 
rural.” Le Monde diplomatique. August 2010. 1. 
40 Salon International de l’Agriculture 2010. Groupe Comexposium. n.d. Web.  
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découvrir à leurs enfants” (Salon) (“to rediscover their roots and help their children 

discover them as well”).  

  Aïda, the Salon’s mascot, was the metonym for the quintessential French farmer 

and the (imagined) France profonde, or deep, or authentic France, embodying qualities of 

happiness, purity, prosperity, self-reliance, simplicity and strength. A Salers cow, from 

the Auvergne region in the heart of France, she exhibited her revered breed’s finest traits: 

genetic purity, great physical strength, easy disposition, longevity, and adaptability.41  

Aida, 

…vit toute l’année en plein air intégral à quelques heures de Paris,…coule des 

jours heureux au sein d’un troupeau homogène et docile,…consomme des 

fourrages grossiers, n’est jamais malade et vêle toute seule. Elle est la 

représentante d’une race rustique et résistante qui fait la fierté de son éleveur. … 

Les visiteurs pourront admirer sa robe rouge et ses cornes en forme de lyre. Elle 

attisera la curiosité des citadins mais aussi celle des éleveurs français et 

européens, de plus en plus intéressés par une race qui permet de dormir 

tranquille. (Salon)  

...lives outdoors all year a few hours from Paris,…spends happy days as part of a 

homogenous and docile herd,… eats course-grained feed, is never sick and calves 

alone. She represents a rustic and strong breed which makes her owner proud…. 

                                                
41 The American Salers Association draws upon the breed’s ancient roots to support current claims of 
durability and purity. “The historical journey for the Salers breed was first recorded by archaeologists as 
depicted from ancient drawings in cave dwellings dated some 7,000 years ago. The drawings were found 
near Salers, a small medieval town in the center of France. These drawings and the Salers cattle of today, 
which are very different from all other French breeds, bear some resemblance to the ancient Egyptian red 
cattle. With such a unique background, the breed is considered to be one of the oldest and most genetically 
pure of all European breeds.” (salersusa.org) 
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Visitors will be able to admire her red coat and lyre-shaped horns. She will 

attract the curiosity of city-dwellers but also that of French and European 

livestock breeders, increasingly interested in a breed that lets them sleep 

peacefully. 

While promoting this sense of security for rural France, the Salon succeeded in attracting 

participants and visitors, and offered opportunities for networking among agricultural 

industry workers and jobseekers. However, it did not publicly record the darker side of 

the current agricultural situation said to be in crisis, in part, from France’s competition in 

the global market. Some farmers, industry officials, and journalists reminded the public 

of this reality by pointing to the paradox of the venue. A small sampling of headlines 

about the Salon reveals the discontent: “…derrière la belle vitrine, un secteur en déroute” 

(“behind the beautiful façade, a sector in ruin”), “La fête amère de l'agriculture au 

Salon…” (“The bitter festival of agriculture at the Salon”),  and “Le Salon d’agriculture 

s’ouvre en pleine crise du monde paysan” (“The Salon opens with farming in crisis”). 

Furthermore, one paper noted that the festive ambience of the Salon offered participating 

farmers an “occasion d'échapper à un quotidien difficile” (“a break from a difficult 

routine”).42 

Such realities, in addition to the images of this chapter’s films, are stark in 

comparison with an ongoing French attachment to la France profonde, mentioned above. 

                                                
42 Respectively, the four citations in these two sentences come from Agence France Presse, Ouest-France, 
Les Echos, and Midi Libre. “Salon de l'agriculture: derrière la belle vitrine, un secteur en déroute.” Agence 
France Presse 25 Feb. 2010; “La fête amère de l'agriculture au Salon de Paris.” Ouest-France 27 February 
2010; Cougard, Marie-Josée. “Le Salon de l'agriculture s'ouvre en pleine crise du monde paysan.” Les 
Echos 26 Feb. 2010: 25; “L'occasion d'échapper à un quotidien difficile.” Midi Libre.1 March 2010. 
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Pierre Nora succinctly describes this place in the French psyche, historically grounded as 

a starting place of French civilization, but increasingly mythic with the rise of modernity. 

Pierre Nora describes this deep sentiment for many French when he writes: 

The land is not only the most extensive and ubiquitous of the lieux [realms] of 

French history; it is also the most profound. It embodies the values of an age-old 

peasant civilization that lives on beneath the contemporary landscape. The oldest 

of our memories is therefore also the freshest, for the last peasants are still among 

us.  

No other major peasant civilization in Europe or elsewhere has ever valued the 

soil more than the French or associated it more intimately with the good. In 

France the soil has been cultivated longer, more widely, and more continuously 

than anywhere else.…Adapting gracefully to the exigencies of climate and 

terrain, man, having remained on the soil until quite recently, has created in 

France a landscape of unparalleled harmony. Taken together, these factors help 

explain why so many French people idealize the land.…it has marked their 

history and colored their memory. 

A factor of continuity in the face of change, the land was for two centuries the 

cradle of French conservatism.…Revamped from top to bottom, French 

agriculture is now among the most productive in the world. The suddenly old-

fashioned peasant landscape offers the French a nostalgic image of themselves, a 
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past idealized for its now vanished stability. In reality,…enterprise is winning out 

over tradition, and conservatism is becoming a conservatory.43 

Varda’s and Depardon’s films engage with the notion of La France profonde by showing 

its dissolution through everyday gestures, while further entrenching it, from fear of its 

loss, in the audience’s imagination.44  

France has also seen various population shifts between the urban and rural 

motivated by “grass-is-greener” notions about these two spatial categories. Chroniclers of 

rural France tend to frame its history in circular movements of people. Connected 

symbiotically to French cities, the countryside has witnessed exoduses of those in search 

of better work opportunities, and returns of those fleeing urban stresses. Margaret Atack, 

in her reading of urban space, underlines the mutual influences of each place: “…[the] 

rural and urban are an old and inseparable couple; urban civilisation builds its identities 

in contradistinction to rural ones; transformations in the rural are the guage by which 

other transformations become tangible.”45 The pressures of “the economics of 

industrialization” (446), for Atack, change the balance between the two. We can also say 

                                                
43 Lawrence D. Kritzman, ed. Realms of memory: rethinking the French past. Vol. II. Under the direction 
of Pierre Nora. Arthur Goldhammer, transl. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996-1998) 33-34. 
Translated from Pierre Nora. Les Lieux de mémoire. (Paris: Gallimard, 1992). 
44 See Maria Esposito’s “Jean de Florette: patrimoine, the rural idyll and the 1980s,” (Lucy Mazdon, ed. 
France on Film: reflections on popular French cinema. London: Wallflower, 2001. 11-26) for her 
discussion of la France profonde on film in the political and social climate of the 1980s. The emergence of 
the film de patrimoine, or French heritage film, as a “mode of film-making is determined by a strong 
relationship between protectionist cultural imperatives, industrial strategies of large scale and cost, and an 
aesthetic of nostalgia which tends to idealize and prettify the past and the nation’s geography” (11). See 
also: Russell Cousins. “Jean de Florette.” The Cinema of France. London: Wallflower, 2006. 185-194. 
45 Atack, Margaret. “The Politics and Poetics of Space in Les Passagers du Roissy-Express.” Modern & 
Contemporary France. 15.4 (2007): 442. 
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that the concerns of the quotidien – work, income, living conditions, food – have driven 

such migrations.  

Anne-Marie Topalov examines the impact of recent waves of urban “immigrants” 

to rural France in her study, La France profonde: évolution actuelle: un exemple dans le 

Var en région Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur. Following “ce mythe du ‘retour à la nature’” 

(“this myth of ‘returning to nature’”), these recent newcomers, according to Topalov, 

have altered the meaning of la France profonde, from the older sense of la France 

paysanne, or farming France, to la France rurale, her term referring to the peri-urban, 

where, sandwiched between suburbs and the countryside, its residents enjoy the comforts 

of both.46 For her, the gradual disappearance of “une population paysanne” and its culture 

signals a crisis; its only solution, says Topalov, lies in “la nécessité  absolue de son 

maintien” (19), through, for example, promotion of regional culinary specialties, dress, 

and celebrations. Topalov’s own interpretations are representative of a desire, on the part 

of some French, to maintain the “authentic” France of the countryside, real or imagined. 

 Finally, I discuss a study done by Le Monde diplomatique in 2010 which shows 

how recent urban transplants to the countryside were seduced by the idea of better work 

opportunities and way of life, but were nonetheless disappointed by the realities of the 

current rural situation in France. The investigation looks specifically at those who moved 

beyond the “zones periurbaines” (“peri-urban zones”) to “les marges des campagnes” 

(Elie 1) (“the margins of the countryside”), and who either struggle once there or leave 

due to the limited job market and access to services. I integrate their findings here 
                                                
46 Anne-Marie Topalov. La France profonde: évolution actuelle: un exemple dans le Var en région 
Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur. (Toulon: Les Presses du Midi, 2008) 10, 11. 
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because they corroborate my ideas about how traditional places in France – here, country, 

city, and banlieues – have shifted in the past several decades according to both long-held 

and new perceptions, which are ultimately reflected, perpetuated, and debated in the 

culture. 

 Rural France seduces “certains ménages modestes [qui] n’ont pas d’autre choix 

que de s’exiler en milieu rural” (1) (“certain modest households which have no other 

choice than to move to rural areas”), as well as their wealthier counterparts, “ces jeunes 

cadres à la recherche d’un mode de vie plus agréable qui accèdent à la propriété 

pavillonnaire avec leur famille” (10) (“these young executives looking for a more 

pleasant way of life who settle in the suburbs with their families”). While the former 

group moves out of necessity, it is still motivated by the “possibility” of the countryside. 

“Ici, c’est le Colorado en miniature, le paradis sur terre, la rivière en bas…” (10) (“Here, 

it is Colorado in miniature, paradise on earth, with the river below”), describes one 

transplant. What is behind this recent lure? 

 The study explains it as an evolution of public sentiment against urban life that 

was then co-opted by business. Rurality became a commodity that one could “purchase” 

in the form of country homes, for example, or in the case of the “néo-ruraux pauvres” 

(“neo-rural poor”), strive to attain but often in vain: 

La critique, par une fraction de la bourgeoisie urbaine, d’un mode de vie 

inauthentique, standardisé et artificialisé, associée aux luttes de l’écologie 

politique, entraîna dans les années 1970 un renversement positif des 

représentations de la vie à la campagne. La récuperation de cette critique par le 
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capitalisme l’a inscrite dans le champ de l’idéologie dominante. Cette 

“acculturation” n‘aurait sans doute pas été possible sans les stratégies de 

marketing territorial développées par les promoteurs immobiliers, mais aussi par 

les élus locaux au nom de l’attractivité des territoires (5).47 La valorisation 

marchande du milieu géographique – en particulier du cadre méditerranéen – et 

la mise en scène de la civilisation paysanne dans les grandes cités – marchés de 

producteurs présentant le folklore de leur métier et l’authenticité de leurs produits 

– ont sans conteste participé à l’élaboration d’une fiction…. (10) 

The criticism, by a fraction of the urban middle class, of an inauthentic, 

standardized, and artificial way of life, associated with political ecology battles, 

led to a positive reversal of representations of country life in the 1970s. 

Capitalism’s recuperation of this criticism inscribed it within dominant ideology. 

This integration would have not been possible without the strategies of territorial 

marketing developed by real estate developers, but also by local officials in the 

name of the countryside’s attractiveness. The commercial validation of a 

geographic sector – especially in the Mediterranean setting – and the emergence 

of rural civilization in the big cities – markets with producers presenting the 

folklore of their work and the authenticity of their products – have without 

contest participated in the elaboration of a fiction… 

With this commercial dimension, locating la France profonde becomes increasingly 

problematic. Topalov believes that it once existed as “l’espace paysan,” only to be 

invaded by urban transplants, from concerns for environmentalism, financial need, and 

the fatigue of anonymous, urban life. For others, it is a site in the French collective 
                                                
47 Authors’ citation: Cf. Benoît Meyronin, Le Marketing territorial. (Paris: Vuibert, 2009). 
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memory where stability, stamina, and homogeneity are valued. Finally, it is an image 

perpetuated by business and, as will be discussed, explored by culture.  

Finally, preceding my analysis of the texts, I pair some of Henri Lefebvre’s ideas 

on the French rural place with my analysis because, though proposed in the early 1950s, 

his notion of disappearance is still pertinent. Lefebvre believes that rural France has only 

existed in tandem with urban France, specifically, when it has been financially significant 

to the powers that be. Otherwise, its existence remains unnoticed until something goes 

awry; when those who depend on it venture to see what is wrong, they find a 

disappearing place and culture. Rural France, according to Lefebvre, has been a location 

of convenience: “La vie paysanne n’a plus rien aujourd’hui d’autonome. Elle ne peut plus 

évoluer selon des lois distinctes; elle se relie de multiples facons a l’économie générale, à 

la vie nationale, à la vie urbaine, à la technologie moderne… .”48 (“Country life has lost 

its autonomy. It can no longer evolve according to its own laws; it is intertwined with the 

general economy, national life, urban life, modern technology…”). Embedded in 

Lefebvre’s argument is an acknowledgement of French authors – Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 

Honoré de Balzac, George Sand (23) – who have filled the void of documentation of the 

French rural with their own renderings, just as current texts aim to (re)locate France’s 

rural life via its quotidiens in the twenty-first century.  

                                                
48 Henri Lefebvre. “Problèmes de sociologie rurale.” Du Rural à l’urbain. Ed. Mario Gaviria (Paris: 
Anthropos, 1970) 40. 
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Fifty years later, in 2007, rural France is still read as vanishing.49 Again in 

Margaret Atack’s essay on the Paris banlieues and their juxtaposition with the rural, she 

echoes Lefebvre’s warnings for and attention to the rural when noting that “the imminent 

or actual disappearance of rural France is the major trope of the literature devoted to it 

from the nineteenth century to the present day” (442). She concludes that, “In post-war 

France, the rural is indeed becoming that fossil which [French sociologist Gabriel] Tarde 

in the nineteenth century projected” (446). I now turn to Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse and 

Profils paysans for images of this waning place. 

 

The vanishing quotidiens of Rural France  

Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse 

 The idea for her film began with a gesture. For Agnès Varda, seeing people stoop 

over to pick up other’s leftovers – food, appliances, clothing – motivated her to film the 

role of gleaning in France today. She frames her film, Les Glaneurs and la glaneuse 

(2000) – about rural routines imported to the city, waste and trash, new film technology, 

and aging – with this gesture. The French law on gleaning, dating back to 1554, 

originally allowed “the poor, the wretched, [and] the deprived”50 to glean. Yet Varda’s 

film expands the metaphor, as one film critic notes,51 to include gleaners who gather not 

                                                
49 A 2006 population survey of metropolitan France determined that 82% of the population lived in urban 
areas, whereas 18% lived in rural ones. (Insee, Institut national de la statistique et des etudes économiques, 
“Population vivant dans les espaces urbains et ruraux en 2006.” 2011. Web) 
50 Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse. Dir. Agnès Varda. Zeitgeist Films, 2000. DVD. All translations are from 
the film’s English subtitles.  
51 Ernest Callenbach. “The Gleaners and I.” Film Quarterly 56:2 (2002-03): 49 
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only out of necessity, but also because of ethical and practical choices, artistic 

motivation, or obsessions with recycling objects. 

My focus is Varda’s suggestion that the disappearance of an earlier and vibrant 

quotidien has left parts of rural France barren, literally and metaphorically. Defined as 

“the gathering after the harvest,” glaner (“gleaning”) was so integral to daily life in the 

spatial category of the rural that its self-exportation to the city has diminished the French 

countryside in meaning, stature, and definition. As a display of change, the quotidien 

Varda depicts, past and present, has mutated and grafted itself to new and unexpected 

locations, those layers and “pieces” of urban spaces, such as the nightly round of the 

neighborhood for discarded objects or dumpster excavations. Urbanites, for example, 

mimic the original gesture in their daily search for food in dumpsters or leftovers at 

marchés, or in their recuperation of others’ tossed appliances, housewares, and garbage. 

Too, some remnants of this rural quotidien have not migrated to the city, but have 

become new versions of themselves in the now barren rural fields. Even though Varda 

indicates that gleaning in the countryside is now mostly obsolete as machines have 

replaced people, she continues to investigate the gesture’s modern-day versions, in which 

women and now more men comb fields alone after the gleaning machines have passed, 

and a formerly bountiful daily food supply has diminished.  

It is useful here to recall Gilles Deleuze’s work on cinematic images and time, 

most notably articulated in his work, Cinéma 2, L’Image-temps (1985)52 to frame my 

                                                
52 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time Image. Trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1989. First published as Cinéma 2, L’Image-temps (Paris: Les Editions de 
Minuit, 1985).  
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discussion of the images in Glaneurs and their organization. In short, Varda is not 

interested in hierarchies of time (past, present, or future), nor of image (old film footage 

and paintings vs. contemporary interviews and artwork). Glaneurs as a non-linear,  

moving collage of recovered and current human subjects in interview and painting 

suggests that the quotidien in the twenty-first century has become a multi-dimensional, 

non-static vehicle for such modern artistic expressions. Deleuze contextualizes post-war 

cinema, and foretells such films as Varda’s, when he explains the historical increase in  

importance of time over movement in philosophy, and more recently cinema:  

 Over several centuries, from the Greeks to Kant, a revolution took place in 

philosophy: …time ceases to be the measurement of normal movement, it 

increasingly appears for itself and creates paradoxical movements.…It could be 

said that…cinema has repeated the same experience, the same reversal in more 

fast-moving circumstances. The movement-image of the so-called classical 

cinema gave way, in the post-war period, to a direct time-image. (xi) 

Deleuze uses World War II as a demarcation for European cinema’s preoccupation with 

time over movement as it radically destabilized sensibilities. He writes that, 

…in Europe, the post-war period has greatly increased the situations which we 

no longer know how to react to, in spaces which we no longer know how to 

describe. These were “any spaces whatever,” deserted but inhabited, disused 

warehouses, waste ground, cities in the course of demolition and reconstruction. 

And in these any-spaces-whatever a new race of characters was stirring, kind of 

mutant: they saw rather than acted, they were seers. …[as examples, Deleuze 

cites Rossellini’s early post-war films Europe 51, Stromboli, and Germany Year 
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0] Situations could be extremes, or, on the contrary, those of everyday banality, 

or both at once: what tends to collapse, or at least lose its position, is the sensory-

motor schema which constituted the action-image of the old cinema. And thanks 

to this loosening of the motor-sensory linkage, it is time, ‘a little time in its pure 

state,’ that rises up to the surface of the screen. (xi) 

Deleuze’s insights elucidate Glaneurs’ expansion of a temporal subject, the quotidien, to 

signal diachronic and alterable routines, as well its physical disjunctive organization as a 

film, discussed in detail below.  

To illustrate changes to this quotidien, Varda recovers the gesture of gleaning by 

recording people’s memories from their own earlier quotidien, and juxtaposing real-life 

images of gleaners in the fields with those in earlier paintings and old film footage. In an 

early scene, Varda interviews a woman standing next to a field who describes how 

gleaning was routine for generations of her family. She remembers happily that days of 

gleaning always ended with socializing, but that machines soon replaced people to pick 

up stray or rejected vegetables, ending a way of life. Varda is engaged in this woman’s 

story, but she also allows the adjacent, empty field of dried mud to fill the frame, which 

reduces the woman. Before going back into her house, she reveals that she was born in 

her house and will also die there, in an expression of rootedness of place. As her 

interview ends, though, she laughs because she is confused by what she has just told 

Varda about her past and present quotidien. 

This instance of disorientation, combined with the incessant layering of and 

movement between past and present rural quotidiens and the variety of formats, resonates 
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with Deleuze’s belief that time cannot be truly discerned in the cinematic image. He 

writes,  

It is not quite right to say that the cinematographic image is in the present. What 

is in the present is what the image “represents,” but not the image itself, which in 

the cinema as in painting, is never to be confused with what it represents. The 

image itself is the system of the relationship between its elements, that is, a set of 

relationships of time from which the variable present only flows.…What is 

specific to the image, as soon as it is creative, is to make perceptible, to make 

visible, relationships of time which cannot be seen in the represented object and 

do not allow themselves to be reduced to the present. (xi-xii) 

In this light, the disorientated woman, as well as the disorienting, on appearance, 

juxtapositions of nineteenth- and twentieth-century paintings or of rural and urban 

settings, exposes all layers of the rural quotidien in time. As Deleuze remarks,  

…what we call temporal structure, or direct time-image, clearly goes beyond the 

purely empirical succession of time – past-present-future. It is, for example, a co-

existence of distinct durations, or of levels of duration; a single event can belong 

to several levels: the sheets of past co-exist in a non-chronological order. (xii) 

The images I continue to discuss below all function in this manner, as a rationally 

disordered set of images, and are, moreover, readable by a post-war, twenty-first century 

sensibility.  

Varda then moves to scenes of contemporary gleaners in the fields, which are 

noteworthy for their ratio of landscape to person; as in the scene just described, vast, 

empty, dried fields and landscapes engulf the solitary gleaner(s). In one, a woman is low 
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to the ground, combing through scrub and dirt, where nothing edible is visible. She is a 

dot in a large, arid field. In another scene, a single man bends over to search the ground 

and is framed so that the rows of furrowed earth behind him radiate from his position. 

This shot is particularly studied and painterly, effects un-coincidentally similar to those 

of the paintings in the film, which I will discuss below. Those gleaners able to sustain 

themselves in these areas sparse of leftover crops are both few and destitute. Varda 

interviews Claude, an ex-truck driver, who lost his job due to alcoholism. He lives in 

squalid living conditions in a caravan park with no electricity or heat, and only an 

outdoor tap for running water. Between monthly welfare income and gleaning in nearby 

fields and local supermarket dumpsters, he manages to eke out an existence, but, as he 

explains, a miserable one.  

Varda’s filmed countryside also reflects the change to this rural quotidien with 

gleaning formerly at its center. Vistas of fields and landscapes – endless rows of dried, 

plowed earth – are void of humans and run to the horizon line. Shots of piled, unsellable 

potatoes become still lives of remainders. One view of a green plot interrupts these 

monotone pictures of dried earth and potatoes, but the land itself is overgrown and 

uninviting. Another is of a pasture in Beauce, a fertile region southwest of Paris: 

haystacks sit on a small ridge and a short section of empty road is the focus of the picture, 

but the skies are gray and there are no people. Filmed from her car during Varda’s road 

trip, the passing images appear as swaths of ominous or inhospitable lands: a rocky, dry 

area dotted by trees, bright green fields below dark gray skies, and flooded low-lying land 

under rain, in the Jura. These panoramas resonate with Margaret Atack’s reference to 
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Pascal Dibie’s Le village métamorphosé: révolution dans la France profonde, in which 

he writes: “Nous sommes montés dans le train à grande vitesse de la modernité sans trop 

nous en apercevoir et, lorqsue nous regardons par la fenêtre, le paysage défile si vite que 

nous n’arrivons plus ni à le lire ni à le retenir”53 (“We boarded the high-spead train of 

modernity, without noticing too much, and when we looked out the window, the 

countryside went by so quickly that we could no longer decipher or retain it”). Varda’s 

passing images are as fleeting; the countryside is not a destination, or even a monument 

to a past, but, rather, a sight on one’s way to somewhere else. 

Throughout the film, Varda refers to nineteenth-century paintings of gleaners, by 

Jean-François Millet and Jules Breton, to show that the quotidien gesture of food 

gathering was part of a more collective and social routine in which women went through 

fields together to gather crops passed over by pickers. These references not only illustrate 

the transformation of gleaning between the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries, but the 

promotion of the beauty of rural France.54 One characteristic common to the paintings is 

the foregrounding of the gleaners or peasants working in the field. The landscapes are 

important, but the people remain the focus, whereas Varda’s twenty-first-century images 

minimize and isolate individuals in landscapes, which overtake them. The paintings, as 

Varda points out, also depict women in groups in the countryside, unlike today’s versions 

which feature solitary figures and increasingly men in the cities. Varda also includes a 

                                                
53 Pascal Dibie. Le Village métamorphosé. Révolution dans la France profonde. (Paris: Plon, 2006) 17.  
54 In addition to Millet, Breton, and Hedouin, other early chroniclers of this place include Rosa Bonheur 
and Théodore Rousseau (Blanton Museum, University of Texas at Austin). 
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clip from an early black and white film showing women gathering wheat in the fields; 

here, they dominate the frame rather than the natural world around them. 

Jean-Francois Millet, whose Des Glaneuses (1857) appears in the film, challenged 

the status quo in painting for rendering the natural world and placing subjects in his 

paintings, specifically peasants working in the fields. The French Academy, during the 

earlier nineteenth century, placed landscape painting towards the lower end of its 

hierarchy of significant subject matter: 

Painters and sculptors were rigorously trained in the Neoclassical tradition to 

emulate artists of the Renaissance and classical antiquity. In the hierarchy of 

historical subjects recognized by the Academy, pure landscape painting was not a 

privilege. At best, artists could hope to paint an idealized nature inspired by 

ancient poetry.55  

Within the Barbizon School,56 Millet distinguished himself for his realist depictions of 

the people who inhabited the fields. Des Glaneuses shows three women bending over to 

collect remaining shafts of wheat. They are the focus of the painting through their 

location in the foreground and through the color of their garments, notably two red and 

blue kerchiefs worn by two of the women and the blue dress of the third. The 

background, a field with other workers, diminishes in detail, becoming a faded golden 
                                                
55 Dita Amory. "The Barbizon School: French Painters of Nature." Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New 
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–. (March 2007). 
56 The Barbizon School refers to French landscape painters who worked in the forest of Fontainebleau 
south-east of Paris c.1830–70 and based in the village of Barbizon on the western edge of the forest. The 
most important members were Jean-François Millet, Théodore Rousseau, Charles Jacque, Jules Dupré, 
Narcisse Diaz, and Constant Troyon; …Much of their forest imagery of ancient oaks and desolate heaths, 
sometimes populated by the local peasants and their livestock, was inspired by Dutch 17th-century art. 
Their choice of imagery represented a reaction to the rapid urban growth of Paris and answered an 
increasing demand from bourgeois patrons for paintings of rural landscape, often imbued with a 
melancholy Romanticism. (Oxford Art Online) 



   

79 

yellow sea. The women’s poverty is marked by the discrepancy between their meager 

finds and those of the group behind them, stacked high on a wagon. The Musée d’Orsay, 

home to the painting, emphasizes the realist depiction of the women, through their 

quotidienneté, with their anonymity, their socio-economic status as peasants, and yet their 

dignity as read through sartorial markers as evidence; the depicted women “…ne 

cherchent ni à émouvoir ni à séduire; les ignorent tant le régisseur qui les surveille de loin 

que le spectateur”57 (“…do not try to move or seduce; the manager overseeing them from 

afar ignores them as much as the specatator”). 

Varda’s modern subjects are as humble and non-intrusive as Millet’s subjects. 

However, they do not emerge from Varda’s frame with the same prominence. The drab 

colors of their clothes, for example, do not distinguish them from their surroundings. 

More importantly, their gestures are not as dignified as those of the earlier subjects. This 

last observation relates to one of the larger raisons d’être of the film, which is a critique 

of a society with enough food, but that cannot properly feed its own. Whereas in the 

nineteenth century the gleaners had a place within the agricultural world, which left food 

for them, the current gleaners are forced to find their place in a farming world that has 

made their gesture obsolete with the introduction of machinery.  

By contrast, Jules Breton’s Le Rappel des glaneuses (1859) idealizes its gleaner 

subjects. Varda includes this painting in her documentary to show again the abundance of 

women gleaning together, their prominence in the painting, and here, their glorification. 

                                                
57 Joëlle Bolloch. Les peintres, le Salon, la critique, 1848-1870. (Paris: Musée d’Orsay, 1993) 6. 
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The Musée d’Orsay, also home to Le Rappel des glaneuses, points especially to this last 

remark in its literature: 

…Jules Breton représente une scène banale de la vie paysanne à Courrières, son 

village d'origine en Artois. Il choisit de représenter les glaneuses non pas au 

travail comme l'a fait deux ans auparavant Jean -François Millet, mais à l'heure 

du départ des champs.…Malgré la présence de certains détails plus réalistes 

comme les vêtements élimés et déchirés ou les pieds nus des femmes, le peintre a 

complètement idéalisé la scène. La noblesse des attitudes, le port altier des 

paysannes, le traitement en frise de la composition donnent à l'ensemble noblesse 

et poésie.  

En abandonnant la représentation de la misère laborieuse de ses débuts au profit 

d'une vision idyllique et pittoresque du monde du travail, Jules Breton gagne les 

faveurs de la critique et du public. 

…Jules Breton represented an ordinary scene of peasant life in Courrières, his 

native village in Artois. He did not show the gleaners at work, as Jean-François 

Millet had done two years before, but leaving the fields.…Despite the presence 

of a few more realistic details such as the women's threadbare, ragged garments 

or bare feet, the painter has completely idealised the scene. The noble attitudes, 

the haughty bearing of the peasant women, and the frieze-like arrangement of the 

figures confer an air of nobility and poetry. 
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In turning away from the representation of the miserable plight of the labouring 

class of his early years to paint an idyllic, picturesque vision of the working 

world, Jules Breton pleased the critics and the public.58 

Varda’s modern scenes contrast with this precedent in that, again, there are fewer rural 

gleaners today now that the gesture has migrated mostly to the city, gleaners continue to 

work in the fields alone, the fields are more empty than populated, and twenty-first-

century rural gleaners are not idealizations, but anomalies in a place which can no longer 

sustain them. 

Finally, browsing through a Brocante-Occasion store (“secondhand shop”),Varda 

finds a contemporary, amateur painting that idealizes this gleaning past, combining 

Millet’s gestures of people stooping in fields with Breton’s proud gleaners. Perhaps a 

more realist rendering is Edmond Hedouin’s Les Glaneuses fuyant l’orage (1852), which 

Varda asks to be retrieved from a museum’s storage. Though painted in the nineteenth 

century, it is a better reflection of the current fate of rural gleaning, and in a larger sense, 

of rural France: several female gleaners flee the fields as dark skies threaten them. In this 

image, the natural world controls and the oncoming storm dwarfs the women.   

The “organized disorder” of Varda’s film is her technique for rendering an 

equally unstable rural quotidien, once filled with assured gleaning of food from fields. 

This technique can be attributed, in part, to her own unique filmic style, embodied by the 

term which she coined, “Cinécriture,” a combination of “cinematic” and “writing,” and 

                                                
58 “Jules Breton: Le rappel des glaneuses.” Transl. “Calling in the Gleaners.” Musée d’Orsay. Web. 
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used to describe the total visual and aural conception and construction of a film. Varda 

explains that “Cinécriture” is the filmmaker’s imprint, from the writing of the scenario to 

what occurs during the choice of décor, location scouting, the actual shooting and the 

editing process.”59 As such, Varda’s films, and particularly Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse, 

carry her authentic stamp: her films interrogate the filming process throughout, often 

organically follow Varda’s thought processes, and always include tableaus of people and 

objects, with a penchant for musings on the latter. I recall here Deleuze’s remarks on the 

actual distinction that exists between filmed empty spaces and still lives, which when 

applied to Glaneurs, suggest Varda’s compensation for what she sees as loss for rural 

France. He writes,  

An empty space owes its importance above all to the absence of a possible 

content, whilst the still life is defined by the presence and composition of objects 

which are wrapped up in themselves or become their own container … If empty 

spaces, interiors or exteriors, constitute purely optical (and sound) situations, still 

lives are the reverse… . (16-17)  

Varda’s tableaus of discarded, heart-shaped potatoes or of herself with a painting, for 

example, propose a degree of bounty in contrast with shots of empty rural spaces.  

Her technique for these depictions of the quotidien can also be attributed to her 

participation in the Nouvelle Vague. In the mid-1950s, André Bazin, Jean-Luc Godard, 

and Alain Resnais hailed Varda’s La Pointe Courte (1955) for its break with stale 

cinematic traditions. Forty years later, she constructs Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse by 

                                                
59 Sandy Flitterman-Lewis. To Desire Differently: Feminism and the French Cinema. (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996) 219. 
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jumping from one “banal” subject to the next, often interrupting that flow with what seem 

like disruptions to her film – people combing through dirt for stray potatoes, Varda 

combing her hair, a dangling lens cap from a still-running camera, and trucks on the 

highway. In recalling her inspiration for La Pointe Courte, Agnès Varda refers to a work 

of Faulkner in which such disconnections in the narrative ultimately reveal a cohesive 

truth. She adds, however, that this truth can only be assembled by “the reader who must 

have the talent to reorganize the sensations.”60 Since most of the documentary is shot 

with a hand-held video camera, for mobility in filming, the challenge to the viewer to 

“reorganize” is greater; the transient appearance of the film must be digested with the 

ephemeral subject matter of the everyday. 

In addition to these creative influences, Deleuze’s vision of time and its 

materialization in the editing of a film also applies to the organization of Glaneurs. He 

writes, 

Time ceases to be derived from the movement [in the image], it appears in itself 

and itself gives rise to false movements. Hence the importance of false continuity 

in modern cinema: the images are no longer linked by rational cuts and 

continuity, but are relinked by means of false continuity and irrational cuts. Even 

the body is no longer exactly what moves; subject of movement or the instrument 

of action, it becomes rather the developer [révélateur] of time, it shows time 

through its tiredness and waitings (Antonioni). (xi) 

                                                
60 Agnès Varda. Varda par Agnès. (Paris: Editions Cahiers du Cinéma, 1994) 227. 
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Even though such editing practices produce a “falseness,” as we know that the events of 

the film did not unfold according to Varda’s ordering of images, they are nonetheless 

intelligible with the reception of Glaneurs as evidence.  

As both personal and political essay,61 Glaneurs argues the decay of the rural (and 

of the body) by using the quotidien as a way to present the intimate and local side of the 

subject matter. Moreover, the quotidien becomes Varda’s political tool for this personal 

commentary on societal over-consumption and waste, and poverty. Varda embeds Les 

Glaneurs et la glaneuse with a social call not only to France over its consumerist 

preoccupations and waste, but to other post-industrialized nations who know the 

universality of this issue. She never pities her subjects, especially those who exist on the 

fringes of society, living in the poor conditions of roadside caravans, shelters, or a non-

functioning van. Instead, she underlines the ingenuity and positive outlook of these 

people, and in this respect, treats them with dignity. She writes, “I discovered their 

generosity. There are many ways of being poor, and of having common sense, anger and 

humor. These people tell us about our society and ourselves” (Les Glaneurs).  

Finally, a paradox of filming these vanishing rural quotidiens is their preservation. 

In Atack’s essay on writing on the banlieue, she cites the power of anamnesis,  

“a recovery of the past through its retelling” (452) which provides a good analogy for Les 

Glaneurs et la glaneuse and Profils paysans. She explains: “writing is the means of 

saving memory, history and tradition from oblivion. …the recovery of the past in all its 

complexity is a triumph against the disappearance without trace imposed by death, by 

                                                
61 Filmer le réel: Ressources sur le cinema documentaire. (Paris: Bibliothèque du film, 2001) 31, 53. 
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historical change, and by brutal uprootings” (452). These filmed quotidiens preserve a 

rural heritage, yet their significance is problematic because not all French share this past. 

The question remains as to how to discuss this quotidien without it becoming a facile 

nostalgia or a practice of exclusion. 

 

Profils paysans 

Profils paysans (2001-2008) follows a multi-generational group of farmers  

de moyenne montagne (low mountains) of central and southern France62 over a decade. 

Filmmakers Raymond Depardon and Claudine Nougaret visit the exploitations (farms) of 

middle-aged and semi-retired farmers, and a trickle of younger farmers who want to live 

and work in these areas. Profils paysans: l’approche (2000) introduces the individuals 

and explains their relationships, but also depicts how the filmmakers, who knew some of 

the farmers beforehand, slowly gain their confidence. Profils paysans: le quotidien 

(2005), next, delves further into how the farmers construct their days, while observing 

changes occurring to this place – incoming eager farmers as well as new homeowners – 

and questions for its future. La Vie moderne (2008) updates the storylines from the 

second film, focusing on several important changes, such as the marriage of a farmer 

from a family of bachelors to a woman from a northern French city, and the abandon of a 

project by one young farmer, yet prospects for success for another. Of the film, Depardon 

concludes, “Pour la première fois, … on décèle de l’espoir,” adding that “ce film est 

                                                
62 Depardon films farms in the regions of Lozère, Haute-Loire, Ardèche, and Haute-Saône. 
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résolument tourné vers l’avenir,”63 pointing to early signs of hope and future for the 

depicted farms. I argue that in spite of small signs of promise for the continuation of this 

traditional, small-scale farming, Depardon’s depicted quotidiens of the older generation 

of farmers indicate their eventual dissolution, and by consequence, the decay of “rural 

France” as a spatial category.  

Depardon, who grew up on a farm in the Saône-et-Loire department of Burgundy 

(east-central France), was motivated to make these films from guilt over leaving his 

parents’ farm to pursue a career in photography in Paris. Returning to the scenes of these 

“gens oubliés” (“forgotten people”) is an acknowledgement of his roots.64 His departure 

from the countryside is characteristic of the larger and gradual exodus towards work in 

the cities. There, he became a well-known photographer, then later filmmaker, exploring 

topics related to institutions, professions, and places abroad.65 On his return “home” to 

film, Depardon exalts, “Filmer d'où je viens! Être avec eux. On est dans le miracle, le 

mystère, l'enregistrement sur le vif! Et aussi dans la proximité”66 (“Film where I’m from! 

Being with them. Filming as a fly on the wall and so intimately brings you into the 

unknown”). 

                                                
63 ARTE. “Profils paysans: Une interview de Raymond DEPARDON et Claudine NOUGARET.” 
Reprinted in EcoutezVoir. EcoutezVoir Magazine, 2008. Web.  
64 Scènes commentées (by Raymond Depardon). (Included in Profils paysans 2 DVD set; Chapitre 1 disc.) 
Dir. Bertrand Loutte. ARTE Boutique, 2005. DVD. 
65 Depardon’s award-winning work includes: San Clemente (1979) and Urgences (1987) on psychiatric 
hospitals, Reporters (1981), New York, NY (1985), Afriques : comment ça va avec la douleur ? (1996), and 
Délits flagrants (1996) and 10ème Chambre: instants d'audiences on French judiciary processes.  
66 Jean-Luc Douin. “Le cochon, les foins, les vendanges: pour moi, le paysan c'est ça!” Raymond Depardon 
poursuit ses ‘Profils paysans’ avec le documentaire ‘La Vie moderne.’” Le Monde May 20, 2008: 1. Web. 
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Depardon’s subjects farm with basic equipment, on limited budgets, and in 

remote areas. They continue this way of life in the face of economic and societal 

pressures, which prompted Depardon to film this community:   

J’ai choisi de filmer des petits éleveurs, qui possèdent de 6 à 60 bêtes, parce que 

j’ai senti chez eux une certaine gravité, une conscience du côté pathétique de leur 

situations. Que vont devenir ces exploitations? Il y a avait donc une urgence à les 

filmer.…Mais si le film est un constat, c’est aussi un éloge. Parce que j’ai 

apprécie leur lucidité. Leurs intelligences, leurs valeurs, la beauté de leur 

gestuelle, leur esprit de résistance comme leur façon de râler tout le temps, de se 

plaindre tout en n’arrêtant jamais de travailler…comme si cette propension à 

toujours rouspéter tout en poursuivant sa tâche était un trait de caractère national, 

une forme de tenacité très française qui nous vient de loin, même si la société 

française tend à ignorer le monde rural, à faire comme s’il n’existait plus du tout, 

comme si on en avait honte.67  

I chose to film small farmers who own from 6 to 60 animals because I sensed a 

certain gravity and pathos about their situations. What’s going to happen to these 

farms? There was, thus, an urgency to film them. But if the film is a record, it is 

also a tribute because I appreciated the farmers’ lucidity. Their intelligence, their 

values, the beauty of their gestures, their spirit of resistance and their way of 

complaining all the time without ever stopping their work…as if this tendency to 

always gripe while pursuing their task was a national trait, a form of long-

                                                
67 Frédéric Bonnaud. “Profils paysans, chapitre 1: l’approche.” Les Inrocks. Les Editions Indépendentes, 9 
May 2001. Web.  
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standing French tenacity, even if French society tends to ignore the rural world, 

acting as if it never existed, as if it was shameful of it.  

Paradoxically, Depardon indicates that he does not want the films to create pity for the 

farmers, nor nostalgia for “un monde qui disparaît” (“a disappearing world”) or 

fascination with a “un monde à part” (“a world apart”); rather, they are similar to other 

people in that “Ils savent qu’ils ne peuvent compter que sur eux-mêmes” (ARTE) (“They 

can only count on themselves”). He emphasizes that the farmers have also already 

withstood outside challenges: “Ils étaient déjà confrontés à des problèmes de TVA,68 des 

soucis liés à l'Europe, à la mondialisation, bien avant nous. Ils étaient écologistes avant 

les gens de la ville...mais on ne s'intéresse pas à eux” (Douin) (“They had already 

confronted problems with the TVA, worries related to Europe, to globalization, well 

before us. They were ecologists before the city-dwellers, but we’re not interested in 

them”). 

While Depardon intends to avoid rendering a vanishing world, and evidence, 

especially in La Vie moderne, hints at a future for the quotidiens attached to this place, 

the sense of loss in the name of transition is palpable. The eldest generation of farmers is 

fading, the silence and solitude of the day is uncomfortable, and an uncertainty hovers 

over daily tasks and exchanges as to whether this place will sustain itself or surrender to 

new quotidiens. Depardon and Nougaret access this vanishing quotidien of the films’ 

subjects through several film variables, namely sound, framing, and long takes. However, 

                                                
68 European Union Value Added Tax. 
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la parole (“speech”) within the category of sound, is the chief signifier over any filmed 

images, characteristic of Depardon’s other films: 

C'est le contraire du cinéma vérité, du cinéma direct, du reportage 24 x 36 au 

Leica où l'on se préoccupe avant tout de sa photo pour faire un champ visuel, un 

champ de gestes, mais où l'on n'écoute pas. On est dans la complexité de la 

peinture alors que moi, je m'en fiche de la peinture. Ce à quoi je tiens, c'est à 

l'écoute de la parole.69 

It is the opposite of cinéma vérité, direct cinema, of photo reports where you are 

preoccupied with the visual field, but not with listening. That entails the 

complexity of painting, which does not concern me. I care about listening to what 

they say. 

He underlines the importance of la parole in Profils paysans when explaining that 

Nougaret’s sound recording is essentially “une illustration sonore de l’image. C’est une 

sensation” (Nouchi) (“an aural illustration of the image…a sensation”). Hence, listening 

to the farmers’ quotidien becomes the best way to understand change to this particular 

rural place. As in the case of Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse, recording these sounds 

recovers and preserves the identities of the films’ subjects and the places where they live 

and work, which, otherwise, move towards further anonymity. For example, the elderly 

farmers often speak to each other and to the animals they herd in Occitan, an old 

Romance language used mostly in southern France, but which has been experiencing a 

revitalization in the last few decades throughout France. Nonetheless, its use and sound is 

                                                
69 Franck Nouchi. “Raymond Depardon, Terrien.” Le Monde 2. LeMonde.fr, 21 Nov. 2008. Web.  
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still more rare than common, so that recording it becomes a document of its ongoing 

vitality. 

Claudine Nougaret recorded the sounds of the farmers’ everyday – meals, 

conversations, milking cows, cleaning stalls, taking goats to pasture, hay bailing – by 

following the farmers in their routines. She explains that beyond attaching microphones 

to the films’ subjects, she did not manipulate any of the sound during the recording or 

afterwards, such as adding nature sound effects. Her sound reflects their “living in the 

scene with [the farmer].”70 In this section, I divide sound into categories of music, 

silence, la parole, and noise to demonstrate how the quotidien depicted in these films 

erodes the spatial category of rural France.  

 Each installment opens and closes with a section of Gabriel Fauré’s Elégie 24. 

The piece is somber, evoking a sense of death mixed with nostalgia. Depardon heard it on 

the radio while en route to film, and chose it because it evoked a sense of “desert” and 

was “very French” (Scènes). Since the refrain bookends each film, a sense of doom and 

hardship is cast and maintained. Suggested earlier, the films propose some hope for the 

future of these farms, as in the example of Alain, the nephew of the elderly and celibate 

Privat brothers, who marries a woman from northern urban France; she moves to the farm 

to help him, along with Camille, her daughter, who says she is interested in taking over 

the farm once older.71 In addition, Jean-François, a young farmer, and his family 

experience gradual success, on property leased from Marcelle, an elderly widow. The 
                                                
70 Entretien avec Claudine Nougaret. (Included in Profils paysans 3 DVD set; Chapitre 2 disc .) Dir. 
Bertrand Loutte. ARTE Boutique, 2005. DVD. 
71 Inspired by this real development in the trilogy, Marie-Hélène Lafon wrote a spin-off novel, L’Annonce, 
about the romance between Alain and Cécile and his new wife. (Paris: Buchet Chastel, 2009) 
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promise, though, is mitigated by the recurring elegiac theme. Imminent death is an 

inescapable part of this quotidien. L’Approche ends, in fact, with a funeral of an elderly 

farmer, La Vie Moderne depicts another farmer preparing to retire, and throughout all 

installments, the afflictions of old age affect the farmers’ ability to carry out their daily 

routines. Since the exceptional event of death is not part of the quotidien, its ubiquity in 

these films symbolize the threat to the continuation of this long-running set of rustic 

routines. Furthermore, the daily display of change in these films gradually manifests in 

the various types of “death” that occur.  

Silence in Profils paysans represents the tranquility of the natural world, but it 

mostly communicates an absence: first, of people, then, in a more abstract sense, of 

options, a future, and the “traditional” French farmer. In “Almost Silent,” Paul Théberge 

remarks that “Silence, absolute silence, is a rarity in contemporary cinema and 

television…” (51), silence is always relative to other sounds of the film (53), and finally, 

that one must “hear through the silences” (66) for meaning.72 With the exception of 

several families, many of the films’ subjects – widow, bachelor, retired farmer – live 

alone. Furthermore, they are without héritiers (“inheritors”) of their farms because either 

existing relatives are not interested in assuming the lifestyle and work, or because none 

exist. The stillness of their days can be read, then, as the empty future for these old 

properties and métiers (“professions”). What is the sound of a person in solitude? 

Marcelle, widow, sits at her kitchen table, turning the pages of the newspaper; Paul, 

                                                
72 Paul Théberge. “Almost Silent: The Interplay of Sound and Silence in Contemporary Cinema and 
Televsion.” Lowering the Boom: Critical Studies in Film Sound. Eds. Jay Beck and Tony Grajeda. (Urbana: 
Univerity of Illinois Press, 2008).  
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bachelor,  makes breakfast in his kitchen and sits down to eat by himself; Marcel Brès 

sits at his kitchen table drinking his coffee and stares at the camera before getting up, 

speechless; and Raymond Privat stands motionless in the wind outside a barn.  

In these scenes and others, the seemingly banal sounds of turning newspaper 

pages, clanking dishes, and ticking clocks amplify the silence, or absence, within which 

they find themselves. These sounds pierce the silence as reminders that there is still a 

quotidien to tend to: reading the news, preparing meals and washing dishes, and passing 

time, which is the quotidien in its most temporal sense. The noise of tasks in Profils 

paysans are as equal parts of the quotidien as the silence of solitude and absence. While 

Marcelle reads, the turning and creasing of her paper fills the room. As Paul stirs his 

coffee, the spoon hits the side of the bowl so loudly that this everyday sound becomes 

colossal. Silence, of course, is not reserved for interiors. It resonates during panoramic 

shots of the Cévennes, and around the older Privat brothers, who walk great distances 

across and up hillsides with their cow or goat herds. Buildings are silent, as the empty 

barn or the home of Marcelle, closed tightly like a mausoleum while she recuperates from 

a fall in a nursing home.  

In this rural quotidien, voices that disrupt the silence are those of social visits, 

meal time conversations, work, and business exchanges, among others. Monique, the 

niece of the older Privat brothers, visits Louis Brès, célibataire (bachelor), to check on 

his health and provide company. They discuss heating his house – how to light the 

furnace, having a radiator in the bedroom – and cleaning ice from the freezer to save 

electricity. Livestock buyers visit farmers at home to negotiate sales; they discuss the 
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decrease in market prices for the animals, and haggle over purchase and sale prices of the 

livestock. Philippe, a veterinarian, and Louis Brès, a retired farmer who continues to 

work, discuss who makes good wine in the area before the vet treats the animals with 

anti-parasite medicine. 

For Depardon, recording la parole quotidienne of the farmers and members of 

these communities is essential for understanding who they are. I refer again to Deleuze, 

particularly his remarks on the filming interests of Japanese director, Yasujirō Ozu 

(1903-1963) and the parallel to be drawn with those of Depardon, with regard to speech. 

Noting the apparent absence of plot in Ozu’s films, which is also considered a hallmark 

trait of texts on the quotidien, Deleuze notes his attention to “the purely visual image of 

what a character is, and the sound image of what he says, completely banal nature and 

conservation constituting the essentials of the script….”73 On Depardon’s role as listener 

for L’Approche:  

…le plus intéressant était de filmer la parole, que le défi consistait de saisir les 

mots ou leur absence plutôt que le travail proprement dit. Filmer le travail est 

devenu la tarte à la crème du documentaire et je connaissais les pièges à éviter, 

tout le côté pittoresque des travaux des champs. J’ai décidé de filmer en hiver, 

seulement deux mois par an, pour avoir ces longues plages d’attente, entre les 

tâches du matin et celles du soir, où ils restent dans leur cuisine, à ne rien faire, à 

parler, puisqu’il fait trop mauvais dehors pour sortir les bêtes. (Bonnaud) 

                                                
73 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time Image. Trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minneapolis Press, 1989) 13-14. 
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…the most interesting approach was to film what they said, with the challenge of 

capturing their words or lack thereof rather than their work. Filming farm work 

has become commonplace and I know the traps to avoid, namely picturesque 

images of farmers working in the field. I decided to film in winter, only two 

months of the year, to capture these long stretches of waiting, between the 

morning and evening chores, when they stay in their kitchens, with nothing to do 

but talk, since the weather is not good enough to let the animals out.  

Since where the farmers live reflects who they are, their articulations and silences are 

measures of the end or renewal of farms. Louis Brès and Monique talk about his herd just 

after he has sold it, which has depressed him. Of Louis’ death at the end of L’Approche, 

Monique, who has cared for him, says, “C’est une page qui se tourne”74 (“A page is 

turning”). A young couple, who has recently received agricultural diplomas, talk to 

Marcelle Brès about what furniture they will bring when they move to her property, plus 

their need for a dishwasher. Leasing part of Marcelle’s farm for theirs, these repreneurs, 

who are new parents by the end of the first film, also tell her about which animals they 

will bring to the farm (the empty shed seen at the beginning of the film is full of cows by 

the end). Daniel, the son of a retired farmer who assumes responsibility for the farm 

work, tells Depardon and Nougaret that his parents forced him to accept the responsibility 

even though he is not at all interested in agriculture. Perched on a tractor, he says he 

would prefer to continue his work in a nearby auberge (“inn”). Eighty-eight year old 

Marcel Privat sits on a hillside not far from his diminished sheep herd. Referring to his 

                                                
74 Profils paysans. Dir. Raymond Depardon. ARTE, 2001-2008. DVD. 
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gradual loss of energy and strength, says “C’est la fin” (“It’s the end”). Alain, his newly 

married nephew in La Vie moderne, sits comfortably in his renovated and modernized 

new home, adjacent to his uncles’ old farm, and remarks that “C’est une nouvelle vie” 

(“It’s a new life”). A lot has changed since the second film, Le Quotidien, he adds, “en 

espèrant que ça continue” (“hoping that continues”).  

One particular scene emphasizes the singularity and wane of this rural place, 

expressed through voice. For L’Approche, Depardon must establish trust with his subjects 

to film them, despite prior acquaintances with some of them. When Raymond Privat 

visits Marcelle, they speak in Occitan at a table before the camera. Depardon notes that 

most of the people in the region are bilingual, able to speak or understand Occitan, and 

that Marcelle and Raymond use it “pour garder leur intimité devant la caméra” (“to 

maintain their intimacy in front of the camera”). This voice of their quotidien excludes 

the listener if unaccustomed to Occitan, articulates a sense of tradition, rootedness, and 

continuity, and also acts as an “aural relic” of a community in transition. This linguistic 

custom, used often in daily conversation among the elderly, maintains this place as 

berceau (“cradle”) of values (hard work, steadfastness, and close neighborly ties), but 

also suggests its extinction. 

I use the term “noise” in this analysis to refer to non-voice sounds that co-exist 

with silence.75 It refers to the sounds of tractors and trucks, goat and cow bells, milk, 

raked hay, boots in mud, pans and dishes, among others. Unlike the sounds previously 

                                                
75 David Bordwell notes that the term “noise” also refers to “sound effects” (186). David Bordwell and 
Kristin Thompson. “Fundamental Aesthetics of Sound in the Cinema.” Eds. Elisabeth Weis and John 
Belton. Film Sound: Theory and Practice. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985) 181-199. 
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described to denote change, these sounds – similar to a turning newspaper and ticking 

clock – mark the infinite and resistant quality of this quotidien. Life may be precarious in 

these parts of France, but these sounds provide the links from one day to the next. One set 

of sounds is particularly indicative of this rural place. In an essay on “urban symphonies,” 

Michel Chion identifies the car horn as an immediate emblem of the urban place, able to 

provide information on the dimensions of that space while “waking it up.”76 Cow and 

goat bells work similarly in Profils paysans; the sound of their clanking bells is constant, 

filling interiors of barns and open spaces before dissipating across them. They distract in 

that they are always “in the here and now” (Sheringham 14-15), but also warn of what is 

to come (livestock is sold and herds decrease across Profils paysans).  

Thus, with regard to sound in Profils paysans, its ability to recover rural identities 

in this place has mixed results. The quotidian sounds of social visits, shovels scraping 

stalls, and barking dogs suggest continuity for this place. However, conversations about 

herds being sold overnight, for example, and prevailing silences signify an end to this 

everyday associated with rural France. A film review of La Vie moderne underscores this 

aural quality of disappearance: “Depardon saisit…l’écho d’un monde en voie 

d’extinction…. [Il] donne la parole aux paysans, ou plutôt laisse parler leurs silences”77 

(“Depardon captures…the echo of an endangered world…. [He] lets the farmers speak, or 

rather, lets their silences speak”). The younger generation of farmers will undoubtedly 

create new quotidiens, however, transforming the French countryside incrementally.  

                                                
76 Michel Chion. “Symphonies urbaines.” La Toile trouée. Ed. Chion (Paris: Cahiers du cinéma, 1988) 41-
42.  
77 Marc-André Lussier. “Portrait de la vie rurale.” La Presse Montréal 7 March 2009: 6. 
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With regard to framing his shots, Depardon says he avoids “la peinture” 

(“painting”) when making his films, but the effect of his framing choices on the story is 

inescapable. In the majority of his interior shots, the camera is fixed in a room, frequently 

the kitchen and separated from his subject(s) by a table or chairs. Those in the frame 

move in and out of it. For example, they stand at the stove to make coffee, exit the frame 

to tend to something else, and return to the frame. The viewer observes the subjects’ 

movements as well as the space and its contents – everything else in the frame – after 

they leave. The film becomes a true record, then, of quotidian gestures and routines and 

their objects; the focus is not on how the “intrigue” of a scene will be resolved, but on the 

flow of daily activity in its own right. Watching, for example, the members of the Privat 

household, successively awake and pass through their kitchen to make their coffee is 

fascinating for its time lapse quality. Shots of barn interiors are similar in that the camera 

is planted before rows of stalls, often highlighting the symmetry of the space (a central 

walkway flanked by stalls) and capturing the “on” and “off” actions of the farmers and 

their chores. Exterior scenes, of a courtyard or collection of farm buildings, are similar in 

that the camera rarely moves to follow the “action” of the scene; rather, the people, 

animals, and “things” (houses, barns, parked cars, farm equipment, etc.) animate and fill 

the scene.  

 Depardon attributes his framing of subjects in both photography and film, in part, 

to Walker Evans and his photographs of rural America during the 1930s (Douin). This 

connection is significant because in capturing the farmers’ quotidien from a fixed, frontal 
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point, Depardon focuses on daily, natural gestures and any alterations to them. On this 

camera position, Depardon acknowledges the effect of:  

…une autre école, très anglo-saxonne, plus frontale, qui vient du XIX siècle. … 

Chez les Américains, la caméra est beaucoup plus frontale aux choses et aux gens 

tandis que les Européens restent toujours un peu de biais, de côté.  

Dans ‘La Vie moderne,’ j'ai voulu procé ́der ainsi avec les paysans, être face à 

eux, faire des gros plans. On me dit souvent que je fais une image un peu simple, 

un peu brute. (Nouchi) 

…another school, very anglo-saxon, more frontal, which comes from the 

nineteenth century. …For the Americans, the camera is more frontal towards 

things and people, whereas the Europeans always remain a little off to the side. In 

La Vie moderne, I want to work with the farmers as such, being directly in front 

of them, making large shots. I’m often told that my images are a little basic and 

rough. 

Alain’s gestures provide an example of a change in routine, seen over a succession of 

images. In L’Approche, he makes his coffee in turn with his uncles and sister, and 

occupies a frame with an uncle during their breakfast. We only see his profile in their 

dark kitchen. In La Vie moderne, he sits in his bright, new kitchen, flanked by a modern 

refrigerator and sink, and faucet, drinking coffee out of stylish glass mug. It is one of the 

few times we see him fully; he faces the camera directly, with a new haircut, and has a 

happier demeanor. This snapshot of Alain represents his future. Shortly after, in an 

interview with the Privat brothers in their kitchen, Marcel intimates that Alain does not 

have the passion for their métier (“profession”) – “il faut qu’on soit passionné” (“one 
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must be passionate about farming to undertake it”) – and wonders about the future of 

their farm with this new generation.  

Framing becomes an important dimension of the length of the sequences. 

Depardon’s filming style leans towards long takes to capture the natural rhythms of his 

subjects or of the natural world. Filming this flow documents these quotidiens in real 

time; they are proof, or evidence, of the difficulties of this way of life and of any 

consequential change. Raymond Privat stands over an ill and immobile cow in the middle 

of a barn, anxious over how to help her. Camille, the adolescent daughter of Cécile who 

has just married Alain, sits in a chair facing the camera, and answers Depardon’s 

questions about moving from city to farm; her responses are minimal and her silences, 

awkward. The nature of these long sequences are reminiscent of the ambiguity of the 

quotidien’s content, for which Sheringham asks, “…is the quotidien a way of thinking 

about events and acts in the ‘here and now’ as opposed to the longer term?” (14-15). 

Does Raymond’s anxiety over the dying cow reflect that moment in his day, or presage 

the farm’s future? Is Camille unwilling to discuss her move out of shyness before the 

camera, or does her awkwardness relate to a larger, unfolding truth?  

Responding to an interview question on long shots, Nougaret and Depardon 

reiterate their interest in capturing a time, a person, a space, and place in all of its 

complexities: 

(Nougaret) Pour que les gens puissent s’exprimer et que l’on puisse les entendre, 

il faut donner le temps à la parole.…Nous privilégions aussi bien les temps 

faibles que les temps forts. Il y a beaucoup d’informations à l’image et au son qui 
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passent et qui, pourtant, ne sont pas dites. Ces longues séquences sont là, aussi, 

pour amener ce temps de la ‘lecture’ pour le public. On ne voulait pas manipuler 

ce temps-là, afin que les spectateurs puissent y découvrir plein de choses eux-

mêmes: une pendule au mur, la toile ciré, ou la cafetièe dans un coin de la 

cuisine... (ARTE) 

So that people can express themselves and that we can hear them, it is necessary 

to give them time to speak….For us, weak and strong moments are alike. There 

is a lot of information in the image and sound, which, however, are not 

articulated. These long sequences are also there to allow the spectators to read 

them. We did not manipulate time in these scenes so that the viewers could 

discover many things by themselves: a clock on the wall, the tablecloth, or the 

coffeemaker in the corner of the kitchen… 

Nougaret’s remarks on a scene’s details recall, to an extent, Roland Barthes’ views on the 

function of the seemingly banal details added to a fictional work. Both Profils paysans 

and Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, the subject of Barthe’s essay, seek a justification for the 

presence of these mundane objects in their references to tableaus of rural life. While 

Barthes describes the link established between the fictional and “real” worlds via the 

details’ “effet de réel” (“effect of the real”), Nougaret points to the quotidien of ticking 

clocks, dishes, and calendars itself. Long scenes, filled with faded wallpaper and 

antiquated appliances, or new tractors and paintings by young children, are evidence of 

earlier eras juxptaposed with their future counterparts.  
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There are, again, similarities between Ozu’s filming style and Depardon’s interest 

in the long take, significant for its amenability for capturing the quotidien. As Deleuze 

remarks on Ozu’s filming of daily life,  

… the object [of his films remain] everyday banality taken as family life in the 

Japanese house. Camera movements take place less and less frequently; tracking 

shots are slow, low ‘blocs of movement’; the always low camera is usually fixed, 

frontal or at an unchanging angle; dissolves are abandoned in favor the simple 

cut. What might appear to be a return to a ‘primitive cinema’ is just as much the 

elaboration of an astonishingly temperate modern style: the montage cut, which 

will dominate modern cinema, is a purely optical passage or punctuation between 

images, working directly, sacrificing all synthetic effects. (13) 

Depardon uses a similar approach to filming and editing the quotidien, which for him, 

furthermore, eventually reveals the humanity of its subject(s), whether they speak or not:  

Je tourne relativement peu pour montrer tout. Il n’y a aucune raison de faire des 

plans de coupe pour intervenir. On tourne ou on ne tourne pas, de toute façon, 

pour eux, c’est pareil. Ils ne font rien pour la caméra.…Nous les écoutons, ils 

nous écoutent et nous discutons. Cette façon de leur donner la parole, de créer un 

dialogue au coin d’une table, ce n’est pas du folklore, c’est la concrétisation de 

rapports humains. (ARTE) 

I film a little to show everything. There’s no reason to make cuts to intervene. 

We film or we don’t film. In any case, for them, it’s the same. They don’t do 

anything for the camera….We listen to them, they listen to us, and we talk. 
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Giving them this chance to speak, of creating a dialogue at the corner of the 

table, is the realization of human relations.  

In those scenes without dialogue, viewers can ponder what they are watching. Fred 

Camper remarks that films in which all sound has deliberately been removed force the 

viewer to contemplate the image more deeply.78 While Depardon and Nougaret never 

remove all sound, Camper’s idea still applies to these particular scenes from Profils 

paysans. When we are face-to-face with Paul in L’Approche, as he eats breakfast, we can 

wonder about him in his setting. This “consumption” becomes intense as we watch him 

across the three films; he is reserved in speech, alone in a remote location, with only 

longer hair and a more emaciated physique, by the third film, as indicators of change. In 

La Vie moderne, Depardon tries to carry on a conversation with him while he watches a 

televised mass; however, Paul says little, and is fixated on the television and smoking a 

cigarette. In this scene, we can study his longer hair, as compared with the shorter, 

trimmed version of the first film, as well as how his face has aged. A stunning conclusion 

is that Paul continues from one day to the next, isolated and in visibly poor health.  

Images of Marcel Privat are also portrait-like, allowing the viewer time to read his 

wrinkled, wind-beaten face; without aural cues, the reading is open-ended. In the last 

film, La Vie moderne, his energy for caring for his goats wanes quickly and we watch 

him motionless and speechless at the kitchen table. He pulls his cap down over his 

forehead creating a shadow over his face. His eyes and wrinkles reflect a life of work, 

fatigue at the end of his career, resignation to the changes in his quotidien, and certainly 
                                                
78 Fred Camper. “Sound and Silence in Narrative and Nonnarrative Cinema.” Film Sound: Theory and 
Practice. Eds. Elisabeth Weis and John Belton. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985) 372. 
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other experiences, concerns, and doubts that will remain unrevealed. A review of the 

series comments on the role of the elder farmers, as reflected in such images, estimating 

that they are fully aware of the prospects for their way of life:   

…si les aînés occupent une grande place, il n'élude pas la question de la 

transmission et de l’evolution des modes de vie. Premier constat: une certaine 

forme d'agriculture, et par là même de rapport au monde, est en voie de 

disparition. Le rapport de l'homme à ses bêtes a perdu en émotion, en passion. Le 

machinisme a facilité la tâche, mais a éloigné l'homme d'une certaine liturgie de 

la terre. Second constat: la relève est difficile, complexe et demande de 

nombreux sacrifices à la vie moderne. Être paysan aujourd'hui, c'est un peu un 

renoncement…qui suscite de surcroît une certaine incompréhension des 

générations précédentes. [La Vie moderne]…ne tend pas à donner une vision 

exhaustive du monde rural français de ce début de siècle, mais s'attache à une 

certaine paysannerie, très modeste, qui nous questionne au sens philosophique 

sur nos racines sans pourtant sombrer dans la nostalgie. Il s'agit plutôt d'empathie 

et d'émotion qui surgissent dès le premier plan, avec un chemin qui plonge dans 

la vallée, vers son sujet, avec la rectitude tranquille d'un beau sillon de labour.79  

…if the elders have an important role, the question of the transmission and 

evolution of ways of life is still in the air. First, a certain form of agriculture, 

even beyond France, is in the process of disappearing. The relationship of 

humans to their animals is less emotional or passionate. Machinery now makes 

the work easier, but has distanced humans from a certain liturgy of the earth. 

Second, finding successors is difficult, complicated and requires many sacrifices 
                                                
79 Vincent Thabourey. “Cannes 2008 à propos de: La Vie moderne.” Positif. 569-570 (July 2008): 110.  



   

104 

to modern life. Being a farmer today is a renunciation which, furthermore, causes 

an incomprehension of earlier generations. La Vie moderne does not aim to give 

an exhaustive account of rural France at the beginning of this century, but 

focuses on a certain type of modest farming, which makes us question, 

philosophically, our roots without playing to nostalgia. It is more about the 

empathy and emotion which increase as early as the first scene of a road leading 

down into a valley, towards its subject, with the quiet integrity of well-worked 

furrow. 

Such a review also reveals an ongoing emotional attachment to this subject in French 

culture. This sense of acknowledgement of a vanishing quotidien and its concomitant 

effect on long-held perceptions of rural France was, again, palpable at the end of the 

Montreal screening of La Vie moderne.  

 If “vanishing rural France” has been a major trope since the late nineteenth 

century, as Atack suggests, does Profils paysans reveal anything new in the twenty-first 

century about the disappearance of this historical French place? Situating it among two 

other films on rural France in transition distinguish it as unafraid to expose the hardships 

of non-industrialized farming today and respectful of its subjects without glorifying them. 

In short, Profils paysans unflinchingly captures the quotidiens of this rural place as they 

both decline. The films present images of the various quotidiens naturally, without a 

voice-over to narrate them, added sounds, complicated editing, or intervention, in 

general.  

Georges Rouquier released Farrebique in 1947, which, similar to Profils paysans, 

can be characterized as “cinéma ethnographique” (Filmer le réel 25) for its study of a 
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farming community. In contrast, it is also classified as a “fausse fiction sur vrai vécu en 

situation” (48)80 for its mix of real and staged action. Over four seasons, the film follows 

a real farming family in the south Massif central, “vivant encore en autarcie à la veille de 

la grande mutation du monde rural, qui s’accéléra après la guerre” (117) (“still living 

self-sufficiently on the eve of great change in the rural world, which accelerates after the 

war”). Its main theme is the necessity of working in the fields and caring for the animals, 

but also the problems of bringing electricity and income to the farm (117). Farrebique 

and Profils paysans attest to the challenges of low-tech farming and the stamina required 

to meet them. However, whereas Farrebique glorifies the purity and steadfastness of this 

quotidien, through rousing music, Rouquier’s voice-over, and camera angles that 

heroicize the farmers, Profils paysans observes its farming community as it is, caught 

between older and newer rural quotidiens in a place of uncertain meaning.  

 Paul dans sa vie (2005) is contemporary to Profils paysans. In this documentary, 

filmmaker Rémi Mauger presents a portrait of Paul Bedel, an elderly farmer, who has 

lived with his two sisters, all célibataires (“unmarried”), on their family farm in coastal 

Normandy for most of their lives. The film depicts the siblings maintaining the farm, 

which sustains them for most of their food, and making butter to sell. Still using 

machines from the 1930s, 40s, and 50s and accomplishing their work manually or with 

traditional tools, the family functions without modern equipment to help them. Some 

typical scenes of their everyday include milking and feeding cows, repairing equipment, 

plowing fields, baling hay, growing vegetables, making their own string, and cooking 
                                                
80 A term originally used by Gilles Marsolais in L’Aventure au cinéma direct revisitée: histoire, esthétique, 
méthode, tendances. (Paris: Seghers, 1974) 31. 
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over their wood-burning stove. Paul and his sisters rarely leave the farm except to go to 

church or catch lobsters. It is also Paul’s last year of working in the fields and caring for 

their small cow herd, sold by the end of the film.  

The siblings’ personal concern for temporality is one of the more unique aspects 

of their quotidien. Paul’s view of time, in particular, defines the rural identity as 

independent and self-reliant. In speaking about how the neighboring nuclear processing 

plant drew a lot of its workforce from the area when it opened in the early 1960s, Paul 

has no regrets over not following the trend. He remarks that the “factory workers’ pace 

changed a lot for the people living there,” adding that he never wanted to be on a 

schedule; for him, “Only solar time counts.”81 The ticking and chiming of clocks are 

heard frequently throughout the film and Paul ends each day with brief journal entries on 

the weather and his completed work. But in spite of these time markers, Paul’s measure 

of time suggests a quotidien that follows the often idiosyncratic rhythms of nature and 

self.  

There are clearly many thematic similarities between Paul dans sa vie and Profils 

paysans, such as the sense of loss that comes with selling livestock, the daily rhythms of 

work. However, Mauger’s treatment of Paul’s imminent retirement is nostalgic, and often 

quaint and whimsical, for example, filming Paul riding his scooter to his favorite fishing 

spot and the family making butter. In addition, a student who accompanies Paul to study 

his way of life is included in the film; while he acts as a repository of information on the 

verge of vanishing and provides a “youthful” perspective, his addition to the film is 

                                                
81 Paul dans sa vie. Dir. Rémi Mauger. Les Films d'Ici, 2005. DVD. 
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artifice. Furthermore, Mauger adds a short film, "Paul dans notre vie, les Bedel après le 

film," to the DVD, which shows fans from France and abroad visiting Paul, now a small 

celebrity. This addition to the story attests to his appeal; says Mauger, “The audience find 

their rural origins in this character [Paul] [and] this story resurrects buried memories” 

(L’Express).82 Mauger’s depiction of Paul’s quotidien in transition is similar to 

Depardon’s project, yet differs in that its quaintness detracts from the larger import of his 

disappearing quotidien.  

Depardon once commented on the different “truth” other rural films imparted, in 

comparison to that of his series. He did not address Farrebique, Paul dans sa vie, or other 

films specifically, but his remarks reveal that his twenty-first-century depiction of a 

disappearing quotidien long-associated with a similarly decaying spatial category, rural 

France, is unique for its realism. He recalls: 

Les films que je voyais sur ce monde-là étaient tous post-pétainistes. L'exaltation 

du travail, le cochon, les foins, les vendanges: pour moi, le paysan c'est pas ça! 

On le voit comme un réactionnaire, mais les gens qui m'accueillaient n'étaient pas 

tournés vers le passé…. 

Car faire un film sur les paysans, c'est maîtriser le temps, revenir dans ma propre 

ferme, ne pas trahir ce rythme qui est le leur, rester dans cette retenue, cette 

pudeur qui leur est propre. (Douin) 

Films that I saw on that subject were all post-Pétain. Exaltation of work, the pig, 

hay, the grape harvest: for me, the farmer is not that! He is portrayed as a 

reactionary, but the farmers I knew were not looking toward the past… 

                                                
82 Boris Thiolay. “Paul, une star plein champ.” L’Express. 4 March 2008. Web.  
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To make a film on farmers, you have to master time, return to my own farm, and 

not betray their unique rhythm or humility.  

In this project of documenting these farmers as truly as possible, Depardon succeeds in 

rendering an historic rural quotidien threatened and transformed by societal changes, 

which, with its departure, alters associations with the spaces and places it has occupied. 

In closing, Atack’s image of the rural and urban as an “old and inseparable couple” (442), 

held in economic balance, loses its sway when we consider depictions of the 

contemporary French urban quotidien in a site of competing parts, or centers. If 

disappearance marks recent depictions of the French rural quotidien, the shifting 

tectonics83 and discordant polyphony of daily urban routines and experiences, the subject 

of the next chapter, destabilize the original partnership.

                                                
83 Joachim Lepastier uses this imagery in his response to Christopher Nolan’s film, Inception (2010). In 
particular, he addresses the scenes set in Paris, “avec ses îlots haussmanniens déplacés par un tsunami 
citadin” (“with its small haussmanian islands displaced by an urban tsunami”), while referencing the larger 
tradition of deciphering an ever-changing Paris, “Cette tectonique des plaques urbaines est une possible 
réactualisation des collages situationnistes rendant compte des “dérives psychogéographiques” dans le 
Paris de la fin des années 50 et figeant sur le papier des flux et des courants d’attraction entre différents 
quartiers parisiens” (“This urban plate tectonics is a potential update of the Situationist collages reminiscent 
of the ‘psycho-geographic wanderings’ in Paris in the late 1950s, fixed on the paper of ebbs and flows of 
attraction between different Parisian neighborhoods”). (Joachim Lepastier. “Paris délaissé.” Cahiers du 
cinéma March 2011 N. 665, 10). 
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CHAPTER TWO: The Quotidien of the Urban 

Introduction  

This chapter focuses on depictions of quotidiens marked by daily power struggles 

for authority over spaces and places in the French city. These conflicts manifest in how 

residents function in an old, but newly gentrified Paris neighborhood (Cédric Klapisch, 

Chacun cherche son chat, 1996), an urbanite’s daily wanderings through Paris and his 

uncovering of an earlier, haunting quotiden (Patrick Modiano, Dora Bruder, 1997), and 

control of a school and the learning process (Laurent Cantet, Entre les murs, 2008). 

These continuous struggles have and continue to alter the city from a perceived spatial 

stronghold to a weakened set of multiple poles, where coexistence of quotidiens occurs 

but not comfortably or easily. These renderings are set within the péripherique of Paris, 

the main highway encircling the city, which traces the original wall and portes (“doors” 

or “entry points”) around the city’s first quartiers (“neighborhoods”), and acts as a 

demarcation between “central” Paris and its outskirts. The defined space of this enclosure 

intensifies these rendered daily conflicts, yet is also subject to their pressure, hence, the 

preponderance of ambulatory or displaced characters. They are evicted from apartments, 

unable to pay higher rents forced by gentrification (Chat), repelled towards the city’s 

outer edges, but within its “walls” (Dora Bruder), and even expulsed from the city proper 

(Entre les murs). With concern for autonomy over the personal and collective everyday at 

the heart of these urban narratives, the use of the quotidien here reveals tensions between 
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and anxieties over “old” and “new” France; these depicted quotidiens both shape and are 

shaped by the city’s landscape, population, and centers of establishment (school), all in 

transformation at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  

I first discuss Klapisch’s film, Chacun cherche son chat, and Modiano’s novel, 

Dora Bruder, which both largely occur in city exteriors. I then focus on Cantet’s film, 

Entre les murs,84 based on François Bégadeau’s novel by the same title (2006), to 

illustrate how the quotidien changes spaces and places of culturally diverse, urban France 

in this depiction of a Parisian collège (“junior high school”) over the course of a year. 

Entre les murs treats daily issues of power as its predecessors, but now in a heightened 

and direct manner since the story occurs inside, away from the public city street. Winner 

of the Cannes Film Festival’s Palme d'Or award in 2008, this unsuspecting chronicle of 

daily, urban life was the first French film in 21 years to garner the award (Goodman).85  

 

Chacun cherche son chat 

Introduction 

The protagonist’s list of banal errands “A faire” (“to-do”) is the point of departure 

for Chacun cherche son chat, connecting it immediately to the realm of the quotidien. As 

Chloé crosses off items in preparation for her upcoming vacation, she pauses on the task 

of finding someone to watch her cat, “Gris-Gris,” a dilemma that forces her to navigate 

                                                
84 Entre les murs translates literally to “Between the walls.” I prefer “Within these walls,” proposed by 
Leon Sachs, since it more strongly connotes enclosure. (Leon Sachs, “Finding "l'École républicaine" in the 
Damnedest of Places: François Bégaudeau's "Entre les murs"” Yale French Studies 111, Myth and 
Modernity [2007] 76. Web. 03 April 2012.) The English version of the film is entitled, The Class. 
85 Lanie Goodman, “Top of the class,” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, 26 May 2008. Web.  
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her neighborhood. Lucy Mazdon remarks that such a plot is “remarkably slight”86 in her 

article “Space, place and community in Chacun cherche son chat,” where she identifies 

Klapisch’s “use of small things to talk about big things” (99), which I, in turn, interpret as 

his choice of the quotidien to frame his narrative. Indeed, as Mazdon writes, “Via the 

minutiae of the quartier and Chloé’s search for her cat, Klapisch describes shifts in 

traditional Parisian communities and the impact of an increasingly insistent 

consumerism” (99). I am convinced that this foregrounding of a quotidien, or the 

minutiae of daily life, augmented the popularity of the film in France and in the United 

States.87 Chloé’s wandering within the defined borders of her quartier – to find care for 

Gris-Gris, then Gris-Gris himself once he disappears, and finally, friendship for herself – 

becomes engagingly epic because such concerns are universal. 

This notion of reading small for large is not uncommon for Klapisch, who has 

authored other films on banal subject matter, such as a family gathering for an evening 

(Un air de famille, 1996) and the life of a quartier (Paris, 2008).88 Paris would be an 

obvious choice for discussion here, a drama about a young man dealing with a serious 

heart condition who adopts a new attitude towards life once he pays attention to his until-

then-overlooked quartier. I do not include it, though, because the protagonist’s discovery 

of nearby small pleasures only supplements the prevailing plot of his mortality. In 

                                                
86 Lucy Mazdon, “Space, place and community in Chacun cherche son chat,” France on Film (London: 
Wallflower, 2001) 96.  
87 This is measured in terms of “healthy box-office figures (435, 196 admissions in France in its first two 
months of exhibition),” a “generally positive critical response” of awards, and drawing “330,000 spectators 
and 1.5 million dollars in box-office takings, making it the most successful French language film in the 
United States” in 1997. (Mazdon 95) 
88 Klapisch’s other well-known films include L’Auberge espagnole (2002) and Les Poupées russes (2005). 
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contrast, Chloé’s seemingly ordinary events form the actual drama of the film. For this, 

Sheringham, in his study on the everday, includes Klapisch in a group of emerging 

directors “whose work further pursues film’s capacity to engage with quotidienneté and 

social ‘mutation,’ as in … [his] study of urban community, Chacun cherche son chat …” 

(338). 

 

Analysis 

Chat is filmed on location in the neighborhood known as Popincourt in the 

eleventh arrondissement of Paris, close to the Bastille (Mazdon 98). This filmed quartier 

is a chaotic zone delineated by rooftops and construction cranes from above, and small 

businesses, a warren of narrow and connected streets, and chantiers (de/construction 

sites) below. Except for Chloé’s trip to the Gare de Lyon (train station), her brief dip in 

the ocean on vacation, and the unknown whereabouts of her work (fashion shoot makeup 

artist), the film’s protagonists stay in the neighborhood.  

Within this world, at least two quotidiens are available for navigating the changes 

imposed on the neighborhood, including the demolition of a prominent, old church and 

the yielding of older, small businesses to newer, trendy ones. One option is the disjointed 

and rather inhospitable quotidien introduced by young, newcomers to the neighborhood 

driven by self-interest (e.g. the drummer/neighbor who has a casual affair with Chloé and 

the affected stylist who opens a clothes boutique, finding the quartier quaint). Another 

option is the long-standing, but less visible version of a mostly older generation of 

women and some younger, “ordinary” men, networked and bound by their intimate 
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knowledge of the quartier. Chloé ultimately finds personal stability within the latter, 

which adheres to the more “traditional” everyday practices of shopping at the regular 

marché (“outdoor market”), socializing with neighbors in the unpretentious local bar, 

enjoying the street ritual of the fanfares (“impromptu and amateur brass bands”), 

knowing where to drink the least expensive coffee, and passing on useful information 

(such as the whereabouts of Chloé’s lost cat) through informal networks of conversations 

and “word-of-mouth.” Most importantly, this quotidien offers a “community,” 

functioning as a viable refuge from imposed change. 

Certeau’s notion of strategies and tactics are relevant to Chat in that this 

quartier’s more established residents must “make do” while their surroundings are 

transformed. However, as I will show, they not only adapt, but defy the erasure of their 

quotidien by continuing to thrive. The notion of city as compact center is, thus, weakened 

by a quotidien which challenges the “hold” of those in power over the “weak.” The 

paradox still holds, though, that these “tacticians” do not have a place, evidenced by the 

eviction of two of its members from their apartments, a retired widow and a young 

painter. The practitioners of this older quotidien find “success” in circumventing the 

overwhelming forces of urban planners and new merchants by keeping their quotidien 

viable, while still experiencing displacement. The situation of “Bel Canto” and Chloé 

reflects this reality; by the end of the film, Chloé learns that her longtime, but overlooked 

neighbor, Bel Canto, has admired her quietly, all revealed while moving out of his 

apartment after being evicted. The film ends with the hint of promise of a future between 

the pair before Bel Canto drives his moving van out of the city towards the suburbs. In 
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short, the community of practitioners of this quotidien will stay intact even if stretched 

geographically. Just as Esméralda, a student in Entre les murs, will represent a future of 

autonomy for the “weak” (who in Entre les murs still risks being dispersed), Chloé 

adopts a quotidien that offers a sense of belonging within the city while watching that 

community metamorphose. 

Besides the abundance of chantiers (“construction sites”) and travaux (“repairs”) 

in the neighborhood, two events symbolize the outward changes to its quotidien. First, 

residents witness phases of a church’s removal; filmed through wide shots of large 

machinery demolishing the building, with accompanying crushing noises, falling stone, 

and dust, such images are stunning for their rarity and overt symbolism. If this quartier 

was a paroisse (“parish”) à la Perec,89 the demolition of its metaphorical keystone 

destabilizes any dependent social organization and moreover, removes a site of the 

quotidien, daily and weekly worship. This transformation of the street landscape, 

furthermore, qualifies as a sensational and surprising event, which, for Lefebvre, “rompt 

de la rue la monotonie diverse” (“disrupts the diverse monotony of the street”),90 

measured in the awestruck and disorientated reactions of the passersby.  

                                                
89 In Espèces d’espaces, Perec writes, “Ça a vraiment quelque chose d’amorphe, le quartier: une manière 
de paroisse ou, à strictement parler, le quart d’un arrondissement, le petit morceau de ville dépendant d’un 
commissariat de police…” (79) (“There’s something amorphous about the neighborhood really: a sort of 
parish or, strictly speaking, a quartier or fourth part of an arrondissement, the small portion of a town 
dependent on a police station”; Sturrock 57). 
90 Introduction 99. 
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Second, the replacement of earlier stores with new ones – the pressures of 

consumerism91 – also affects these practitioners of an earlier, but still functioning 

quotidien. In one scene, as Chloé walks with Mesdames Renée and Verligodin, the latter 

two remark on the demise of convenient, local shopping. Their exchange proceeds 

loosely as follows: “This used to be a sundries shop….They ruin everything….We forget 

how things were before….There used to be a lot of small shops….We did our errands in a 

jiffy….Now we have to go to the supermarket….They’re tearing down the shops….I 

don’t remember that store either…It used to be a music store, now all the rags.”92  

 Resistance to such change manifests in the use of tactics, practiced by the older 

women of the quartier especially, and gradually by Chloé once she begins to comprehend 

their efficacy. The first type represents knowing how to get what one needs, such as 

where to bring one’s pet while on vacation. When Chloé’s roommate and a contentious 

concierge refuse to take care of Gris-Gris, she is forced to search for someone who can. 

Her ensuing walk is comedic for its seemingly infinite referrals, but also dramatic for 

Chloé’s unfamiliarity with the “concealed practices,” in Certeau’s terms, of her 

immediate environs. At the trendy Pause-café, a waiter directs her to the boulangerie, 

where the shopkeeper steps out to direct her to another business, a Taillanderies 

                                                
91 Mazdon writes: “Much more could be said about this film,” specifically that the film’s “apparent 
inconsequence belies a wealth of meanings and pleasures which help to explain its box-office success” 
(105). This comment targets Klapisch’s “paradoxical” disdain for “the impact of commercialisation – 
notably ‘youth culture’” on older communities, yet inclusion of that very culture to ensure the film’s 
“commercial career” (105). 
92 Chacun cherche son chat. Dir. Cédric Klapisch. Bac Films, 1996. Videocassette. English translations are 
from film’s subtitles. 
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(toolmaking shop), where the propriétaire finally directs her to the apartment of Madame 

Renée, who is known locally as a cat-sitter. 

Tactics also operate here through networks of communication and locations, in 

effect on a regular basis for the most banal of events, such as sightings of Chloé’s 

missing cat. One emblematic scene is a static shot of the quartier rooftops under the 

rising sound of phone conversations between Madame Renée’s friends and Chloé over 

the cat’s whereabouts. In addition to measuring the space of the quartier via these 

commonplace lines of communication between long-time residents, the community’s 

empirical knowledge of where its members live defines its parameters. Madame Renée 

demonstrates her familiarity with the very local, as she tries to guess the route of the 

escaped cat; pointing to the window, she says, “The only way down for the cat is by 21 

rue Keller, near Madame Dubois, or via the wood factory.” Later, Madame Clavo, a 

contemporary of Madame Renée, carefully shows Chloé where all of the women live on 

an outdoor metro map of the quartier, illuminated at night. Mazdon points out how 

Clavo’s demonstration alerts Chloé’s to the neighborhood’s underlying patterns: 

This map, of a kind found throughout Paris for the use of visitors and tourists 

unfamiliar with the geography of the city, becomes something quite different as 

Madame Clavo personalises and transforms its one-dimensional representation of 

space, describing who lives where and explaining how they can help in the search 

for Gris-Gris. This move from map to lived experience typifies the film’s 

treatment of the area in which it is set. Rather than use the location as a mere 

backdrop for the narrative (a means of ‘mapping’ more important themes and 
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characters), Klapisch sets out to show the quartier in all its complex, mobile 

reality (it is perhaps the film’s most important theme and character). (101) 

I expand Mazdon’s reading by suggesting that the quotidien of the more established 

residents in this quartier is an equally “important theme and character” since it is so 

intimately tied to the soul of the quartier. Close to the film’s end, the ultimate discovery 

of Gris-Gris stuck behind a stove in Madame Renée’s kitchen, symbolizes the “rescuing” 

of the quotidien as protagonist, which has always been present, yet largely invisible to the 

everyday eye.  

Finally, in the case of Chat, solidarity is even stronger than tactics as a bulwark 

against effacement of this quotidien. An example lies in the extension of the scene 

described earlier in which the older women bemoan the disappearance of shops they 

frequented. Chloé cannot participate in the women’s conversation, lacking their historical 

knowledge of the quartier, but nonetheless adopts their view once they run into a shop 

owner representing change to the neighborhood. While the two older women look at the 

“rags” for clothes in the storefront, Chloé speaks with the owner, who happens to be the 

fashion shoot director who hires her as a makeup artist. The woman is superficial, said by 

Mazdon to reflect the new immigrants to the neighborhood (102-103), in contrast with 

Chloé’s unaffected demeanor. Unaware that the women are Chloé’s acquaintances, she 

gazes at them as relics, remarking to Chloé, “Look at those old ladies, they’re incredible.”  

Subsequently, the stylist blends – or blurs – sites of the quotidien by remarking that the 

quartier “[Is] like a peasant village,” and is enchanted by the promise of sightings of such 

old-timers. Chloé stifles the stylist’s wonder by informing her that neighborhood 
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residents are being evicted, and asking her if she wants to meet her copines 

(“girlfriends”), Mesdames Renée and Verligodin. This simple gesture of naming them as 

friends is a turning point in the film, for Chloé explicitly joins this quotidien, a move that 

offers Chloé more stability, but also suggests the continuance of this quotidien through a 

younger generation. The final scene of this sequence uses an overhead tracking shot, the 

only instance in the film, to follow the three women as they walk comfortably away, past 

more store fronts. Rather than diminish their status with such a shot, Klapisch elevates 

them as part of his larger argument in Chat for the victory of the everyday practitioners, 

the alleged weak, over their changing landscape. This view also reflects Certeau’s belief, 

mentioned earlier, that the true operations of the city belongs to its “ordinary 

practitioners.” Together, this set of scenes resonates with Perec’s ingredient for a 

quartier’s sustainability, or the collective front residents must form to preserve the 

integrity of its quotidien. In “La vie de quartier,” Perec explains: 

Evidemment, on pourrait cultiver ces habitudes, aller toujours chez le même 

boucher, laisser ses paquets à l’épicerie, se faire ouvrir un compte chez le 

droguiste, appeler la pharmacienne par son prénom, confier son chat à la 

marchande de journaux, mais on aurait beau faire, ça ne ferait pas une vie, ça ne 

pourrait même pas donner l’illusion d’être la vie: ça créerait un espace familier, 

ça susciterait un itinéraire (sortir de chez soi, aller acheter le journal du soir, un 

paquet de cigarettes, un paquet de poudre à laver, un kilo de cerises, etc.), 

prétexte à quelques poignées de main molles, bonjour, madame Chamissac, 

bonjour, monsieur Fernand, bonjour, mademoiselle Jeanne), mais ça ne sera 
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jamais qu’un aménagement douceâtre de la nécessité, une manière d’enrober le 

mercantile.  

Evidemment on pourrait fonder un orchestre, ou faire du théâtre dans la rue. 

Animer, comme on dit, le quartier. Souder ensemble les gens d’une rue ou d’un 

groupe de rues par autre chose qu’une simple connivence, mais une exigence ou 

un combat. (Espèces 80)  

Obviously, you could cultivate these habits, always go the same butcher’s, leave 

your parcels at the épicerie, open an account at the ironmonger’s, call the 

pharmacist by her first name, entrust your cat to the woman who sells 

newspapers, but it wouldn’t work, it still wouldn’t make a life, couldn’t even give 

the illusion of being a life. It would create a familiar space, would give rise to an 

itinerary (leave home, go and buy the evening paper, a packet of cigarettes, a 

packet of soap powder, a kilo of cherries, etc.), a pretext for a few limp 

handshakes (morning Madame Chamissac, morning Monsieur Fernand, morning 

Mademoiselle Jeanne), but that would only ever be putting a mawkish face on 

necessity, a way of dressing up commercialism. 

Obviously, you could start an orchestra, or put on street theatre. Bring the 

neighbourhood alive, as they say. Weld the people of a street or a group of streets 

together by something more than a mere connivance: by making demands on 

them, making them fight. (Sturrock 57-58) 

Chloé and her companions’ resistance to a newer, disjointed everyday is an assertion of 

control over their own daily constructions, an act endorsed by Lefebvre who views the 

quotidien as a site for epic change once its participants recognize their autonomy. This is 
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the dimension of change, within this particular quotidien, that destabilizes the imposed 

order/everyday practices hierarchy of the formerly composed city.  

 

Dora Bruder 

Introduction 

I include Dora Bruder (1997) in my analysis to focus on the narrator’s daily 

experience of absence in the contemporary French city, here Paris. As palimpsest of past 

and present quotidiens, the text reveals how ongoing concerns of power associated with 

the urban everyday erode the city from place to space. I reiterate that, for the three 

contemporary French texts of this chapter, the quotidien is defined by how protagonists 

negotiate daily use of the urban space, living assertively amidst fixed, but weakening 

parameters. With regard to spatial questions, the volonté (“will”) and success of namely 

the “tacticians” to find and assert their autonomy within urban systems (new 

development, Occupation forces, school) destabilizes the former hierarchical holds on the 

city space. Yet, victory here remains symbolic, and as such, does not translate to a 

concrete place of meaning or value in Certeau’s terms. Rather, the spatial outcome for the 

protagonists is depicted as mixed; they sometimes establish a stronghold, but more often 

float or dangle until new opportunities arise to appropriate what they need. Otherwise, 

impasses prevail, forcing them to occupy existentially uncomfortable spaces. Dora 

Bruder is emblematic of such ambiguities; the narrator grants Dora a symbolic victory for 

having evaded Occupation forces as best as possible before being deported, while 

recording his daily experience of an unrestricted, but disorientating city. Hence, 
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destabilization of the “city” category is two-fold, as the quotidien in these current 

depictions of French urban society reflects new victories for the formerly “weak,” but 

also sets characters adrift in their daily trajectories, from places to spaces.  

For Patrick Modiano, the everyday is necessarily linked to the urban; “Né à Paris, 

pendant l’Occupation, [Modiano] ne quitte pas la capitale”93 (“Born in Paris during the 

Occupation, [Modiano] never left the capital”). Since the late 1960s, Modiano has written 

novels that explore the themes of absence, memory, and solitude during the Occupation 

and in post-war French society. His texts are frequently referred to as auto-fictions for 

their suppositions about his early life with parents who met in occupied France, as well as 

investigations and critiques of the events of the Occupation, through the prism of its 

participants’ day-to-day lives. La Place de l'Étoile (1968), Modiano’s first novel, brought 

him notoriety for its willingness to address attitudes and actions of the French during the 

Occupation, only two decades later. Individual memory is a significant current in this text 

and later ones, but it is the suggestion of a collective memory of wartime that has 

distinguished his texts and attracted a wide readership. His other novels that re-visit these 

same subjects include Les Boulevards de ceinture (1972), Rue des boutiques obscures 

(1978), Voyage de noces (1990), and the text of my analysis, Dora Bruder (1997). Of 

note, while his characters inhabit the city, they tend to cling to its outer edges; as 

Myoung-Sook Kim observes in her reading of Boulevards de ceinture and other Modiano 

works, “Les jeunes nomades sont prêts à répondre à l’appel inconnu,” repelled by “le 

                                                
93 Myoung-Sook Kim, Imaginaires et espaces urbains: Georges Perec, Patrick Modiano et Kim Sung-ok. 
(Paris: L’Harmattan, 2009) 11.  
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centre ville” (174) (“The young nomads are ready to respond the call of the unknown, 

repelled by the city center”). 

 

Analysis 

In Dora Bruder, Modiano uses the quotidien as a framework for understanding 

the overlapping fates of three protagonists through their daily use of Paris, notably the 

northeast edges of the arrondissement system. The text’s narrator re-traces a French 

Jewish teenager’s movements through Occupied Paris, as well as his father’s daily 

experience of the city during and following the war, while cognizant of his own historical 

and everyday trajectories in the city. By recalling and reflecting upon these three different 

sets of routines and detours, the narrator seeks answers to large questions, such as how 

Dora evaded authorities before being arrested and deported, and the nature of his 

relationship with his Jewish father, who avoided deportation.94 Moreover, by making 

tangible the “record” of one’s routines or daily events, via the “facts” (dates, addresses, 

documents, photos, frequented metro lines and stations), Modiano concretizes a set of 

practices, then subjects it to the following question: despite the tangibility of the 

everyday, do its practitioners ultimately have autonomy over their own?  

                                                
94 Samuel Khalifa connects this character with Modiano’s father in addressing recurring themes in the 
author’s work, including, “le mystère de son père: d’origine juive, Albert Modiano vécut l’Occupation à 
Paris, échappant à la déportation pour des raisons jamais élucidées” (99) (“the mystery of his father: 
Jewish, Albert Modiano lived in Paris during the Occupation, avoiding deportation for reasons still 
unknown”). Samuel Khalifa, “Chronique de l’oubli: La Place de l’Étoile et Dora Bruder de Patrick 
Modiano.” French Literature Series 28. Ed. Buford Norman. (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001) 97-112.  
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I focus here on the contemporary experience of the narrator, who is more free to 

roam the city than his earlier counterparts. Unrestricted by curfews, checkpoints, or 

general war measures, he is yet tormented by the changes wrought to the landscape of his 

quotidien, past and present. Places to which he was attached on an everyday basis – cafés, 

movie theaters, apartments – have either been razed or transformed into new sites; his 

resulting disorientation prevents him from challenging the new imposed order of the city. 

Following the narrator through his recollections and walks through the city at the most 

everyday level – noting addresses, routines, merchants he knew – exposes these changes 

and the accompanying discomfort in his separation from places, sites of meaning. 

Furthermore, la rue, once synonymous with the urban quotidien, has close to exhausted 

its novelty in this text, as for Chat. 

For Modiano’s narrator, street names – synonymous here with quartier and 

quotidien for their strong associations with everyday routines95 – evoke feelings of 

connectedness, but also being lost, on the brink of departure, or absence. In the first 

excerpt, street names expose the inextricable layering of past and present quotidiens in 

Dora Bruder. The repetition of “boulevard Ornano” throughout the text also unifies the 

quotidiens of Dora and narrator. At one time, she lived in a “hôtel du boulevard Ornano” 

(28) whereas he frequented the same neighborhood as a child, using the imperfect tense 

                                                
95 On street names, Sheringham writes: “The connections between streets, words, and stories confirm how, 
as Benjamin and Certeau insisted, street names—at once indispensable and utilitarian, prosaic and poetic, 
tangible and verbal—keep cultural memory alive in the everyday and at the same time, as the tools of daily 
practices and rituals, stand more widely as a figure of everydaynness itself” (383). 
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and markers of history and frequency (e.g. longtemps, toujours, le samedi; “a long time 

ago,” “always,” “every Saturday”) to signal the ritualistic nature of the outings:  

Ce quartier du boulevard Ornano, je le connais depuis longtemps. Dans mon 

enfance, j’accompagnais ma mère au marché aux Puces de Saint-Ouen. Nous 

descendions de l’autobus à la porte de Clignancourt et quelquefois devant la 

mairie du XVIIIe arrondissement. C’était toujours le samedi ou le dimanche 

après-midi. (7) 

I had long been familiar with that area of the Boulevard Ornano. As a child, I 

would accompany my mother to the Saint-Ouen flea markets. We would get off 

the bus either at the Porte de Clignancourt or, occasionally, outside the 18th 

arrondissement town hall. It was always a Saturday or Sunday afternoon.96 

In this next excerpt, he is at the delineable nexus of two significant streets in his personal 

landscape, but then falls away from the physical coordinates of the moment: “Janvier 

1965. La nuit tombait vers six heures sur le carrefour du boulevard Ornano et de la rue 

Championnet. Je n’étais rien, je me confondais avec ce crépuscule, ces rues” (8) 

(“January 1965. Dusk came around six o’clock to the crossroads of the Boulevard Ornano 

and the Rue Championnet. I merged into the twilight, into those streets. I was 

nonexistent”; Kilmartin 4). Certeau explains this numbing experience as the interaction 

between the official entities of street names and personal appropriations of them, seeing 

“the process of displacement that occurs when we respond to the name—by virtue of its 

associations, historical and personal (and fundamentally the fusion of the two)—as 

                                                
96 Patrick Modiano. Dora Bruder. Trans. Joanna Kilmartin. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1999) 3. 
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opening a space, creating a vacancy (Sheringham 379). As such, the narrator is 

“cancelled out” in this scene by the convergence of the impersonal and personal.  

In another excerpt, presented in sections below, the narrator confronts the 

uncomfortable gap between the planned and the personal during one of his walks:  

Vers 1968, je suivais souvent les boulevards, jusque sous les arches de métro 

aérien. Je partais de la place Blanche. […] Je ne savais encore rien de Dora 

Bruder et de ses parents. Je me souviens que j’éprouvais une drôle de sensation 

en longeant le mur de l’hôpital Lariboisière, puis en passant au-dessus des voies 

ferrées, comme si j’avais pénétré dans la zone la plus obscure de Paris. Mais 

c’était simplement le contraste entre les lumières trop vives du boulevard de 

Clichy et le mur noir, interminable, la pénombre sous les arches du métro… (29) 

Often, around 1968, I would follow the boulevards as far as the arches of the 

metro. My starting point was the Place Blanche. […] At the time, I knew nothing 

of Dora Bruder and her parents. I remember that I had a peculiar sensation as I 

hugged the wall of Lariboisière Hospital, and again on crossing the railway 

tracks, as though I had penetrated the darkest part of Paris. But it was merely the 

contrast, after the dazzling lights of the Boulevard de Clichy, with the black, 

interminable wall, the penumbra beneath the métro arches… (Kilmartin 21) 

He then arrives at an edge of this “zone,” a kind of no-man’s-land marked by departures: 

Dans mons souvenir, ce quartier de la Chapelle m’apparaît aujourd’hui tout en 

lignes de fuite à cause des voies ferrées, de la proximité de la gare du Nord, du 

fracas des rames de métro qui passaient très vite au-dessus de ma tête… Personne 
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ne devait se fixer longtemps par ici. Un carrefour où chacun partait de son côté, 

aux quatre points cardinaux. (29-30) 

Nowadays, on account of the railway lines, the proximity of the Gare du Nord 

and the rattle of the high-speed trains overhead, I still think of this part of the 

Boulevard de la Chapelle as a network of escape routes… A place where nobody 

would stay for long. A crossroads, where everybody went their separate ways to 

the four points of the compass. (Kilmartin 22) 

His distress in this space where the planned meets the personal suggests that following 

one’s volition is stifling and overwhelming, rather than liberating. His experience here 

also destabilizes categorization of sites of the quotidien since while finding himself at an 

urban epicenter of transportation (train crossroads), he also inhabits the both existential 

and literal edges of Paris proper.  

The narrator often eases his discomfort in the very everyday imposed upon city-

dwellers, here in the apparent fixities of school addresses. After leaving the quartier just 

described, he grounds himself: 

Et pourtant, j’ai relevé les adresses des écoles du quartier où je trouverais peut-

être, dans les registres, le nom de Dora Bruder, si ces écoles existent encore:  

École maternelle: 3 rue Saint-Luc. 

Écoles primaires communales de filles: 11 rue Cavé, 43 rue des Poissonniers, 

impasse d’Oran. (30) 

All the same, I made a note of local schools where, if they still exist, I might find 

Dora Bruder’s name in the register: 

Nursery school: 3 Rue Saint-Luc 
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Primary schools for girls: 11 Rue Cavé, 43 Rue des Poissonniers, Impasse d’Oran 

(Kilmartin 22) 

Apart from turning to such stabilizing and banal aspects as addresses, the narrator must 

resume a quotidien marked by the loss of routines of people and places and the inability 

to fully personalize one’s routes in a landscape transformed by larger forces.  

During his various circuits, the narrator senses this void, as the following excerpt 

illustrates, when the narrator encounters some kind of saturation – of dwellings, routines, 

people:  

On se dit qu’au moins les lieux gardent une légère empreinte des personnes qui 

les ont habités. Empreinte: marque en creux ou en relief. Pour Ernest et Cécile 

Bruder, pour Dora, je dirai: en creux. J’ai ressenti une impression d’absence et de 

vide, chaque fois que je me suis trouvé dans un endroit ou ils avaient vécu. (28-

29) 

It is said that premises retain some stamp, however faint, of their previous 

inhabitants. Stamp: an imprint, hollow or in relief. Hollow, I should say, in the 

case of Ernest and Cécile Bruder, of Dora. I have a sense of absence, of 

emptiness, whenever I find myself in a place where they have lived. (Kilmartin 

21) 

In a final example, he senses absence at a moment of great quotidienneté, again the 

thickness of Paris rush hour, which is rendered surreally as deserted and silent. 

Describing the emptiness of Paris under a new, more restrictive curfew, established the 

day after Dora and her father were taken to Auschwitz, the narrator indicates that,  
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…le Paris où j’ai tenté de retrouver sa trace est demeuré aussi désert et silencieux 

que ce jour-là. Je marche à travers les rues vides. Pour moi elles le restent, même 

le soir, à l’heure des embouteillages, quand les gens se pressent vers les bouches 

de métro. Je ne peux pas m’empêcher de penser à elle et de sentir un écho de sa 

présence dans certains quartiers. L’autre soir, c’était près de la gare du Nord. 

(144) 

…the Paris wherein I have tried to retrace her steps has remained as silent and 

deserted as it was on that day. I walk through empty streets. For me, they are 

always empty, even at dusk, during the rush hour, when the crowds are hurrying 

toward the mouths of the métro. I think of her in spite of myself, sensing an echo 

of her presence in this neighborhood or that. The other evening, it was near the 

Gare du Nord. (Kilmartin 119) 

A symbol of the present reckoning with its past, the narrator uncomfortably inhabits this 

dense lattice of urban quotidiens despite his liberation. 

To conclude this section on daily agency in the contemporary French city for 

Dora Bruder, the narrator recognizes the hazards of detours or running away (arrest and 

deportation for Dora, other repercussions for himself), but ultimately views even the 

fleeting sense of freedom or escape as a symbolic victory for the quotidien’s practitioners 

over the imposed orders of the city. While he grants Dora autonomy over the secrets of 

her long fugues (“running away”), as a way to memorialize her, he leaves a reading of his 

own intermittent moments of freedom as ambiguous. On the one hand, he acknowledges 

the exhilaration of the successful “tactic”:  
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C’était l’ivresse de trancher, d’un seul coup, tous les liens: rupture brutale et 

volontaire avec la discipline qu’on vous impose, le pensionnat, vos maîtres, vos 

camarades de classe. Désormais, vous n’aurez plus rien à faire avec ces gens-là; 

rupture avec vos parents qui n’ont pas su vous aimer et dont vous dites qu’il n’y a 

aucun recours à espérer d’eux; sentiment de révolte et de solitude porté à son 

incandescence et qui vous coupe le souffle et vous met en état d’apesanteur. Sans 

doute l’une des rares occasion de ma vie où j’ai été vraiment moi-même et où j’ai 

marché à mon pas. (77-78) 

It was the intoxication of cutting all ties at a stroke: the clean break, deliberately 

made, from enforced rules, boarding school, teachers, classmates; you have 

nothing to do with these people from now on; the break from your parents, who 

have never understood you, and from whom, you tell yourself, it’s useless to 

expect any help; feelings of rebellion and solitude carried to flash point, taking 

your breath away and leaving you in a state of weightlessness. It was probably 

one of the few times in my life when I was truly myself and following my own 

bent. (Kilmartin 63-64) 

Furthermore, such tactics are given weight, when sanctioned as part of a larger tradition 

of revolt, as articulated by Certeau and parallel to the actions of the students in Entre les 

murs: “[Tactics are] reliant on the art of collective memory, on a tradition of popular 

resistance and subversion passed on from generation to generation since time 

immemorial” (Gardiner 172).  

However, in spite of the import of such efforts, the fugue-tactic is eventually futile 

for the narrator: “Cette extase ne peut durer longtemps. Elle n’a aucun avenir. Vous êtes 
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très vite brisé net dans votre élan” (78) (“This ecstasy cannot last. It has no future. You 

are swiftly brought down to earth”; Kilmartin 64). He explains that, paradoxically:  

La fugue…est un appel au secours et quelquefois une forme de suicide. Vous 

éprouverez quand même un bref sentiment d’éternité. Vous n’avez pas seulement 

tranché les liens avec le monde, mais aussi avec le temps. Et il arrive qu’à la fin 

d’une matinée, le ciel soit d’un bleu léger et que rien ne pèse plus sur vous. Les 

aiguilles de l’horloge du jardin des Tuileries sont immobiles pour toujours. Une 

fourmi n’en finit pas de traverser la tache de soleil. (78) 

Running away…is a call for help and occasionally a form of suicide. At least you 

experience a moment of eternity. You have broken your ties not only with the 

world but also with time. And one fine morning you find that the sky is a pale 

blue and that nothing now weighs you down. In the Tuileries garden, the hands 

on the clock have stopped for good. An ant is transfixed in its journey across a 

patch of sunlight. (Kilmartin 64) 

Having to comply with the imposed urban order of the late twentieth-century city, the 

narrator must construct his day within new spaces, or amidst the remnants of his earlier 

quotidiens. Tuan, again, hints at such discomfort and despair of space in his distinction 

between place and space:  

Space is a common symbol of freedom in the Western world. Space lies open; it 

suggests the future and invites action. On the negative side, space and freedom 

are a threat.…To be open and free is to be exposed and vulnerable. Open space 

has no trodden paths and signposts. It has no fixed patterns of established human 

meaning; it is like a blank sheet on which meaning may be imposed. Enclosed 
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and humanized space is place. Compared to space, place is a calm centre of 

established values. (54) 

For Dora Bruder’s narrator, it is not certain that he will inscribe himself on the blank 

landscape; rather, he appears poised and trapped in his current spatial limbo.   

Finally, the narrator is often “haunted” by bridging these personal daily histories, 

especially at unlikely moments in the city’s daily rhythms, such as the banal and crushing 

activity of rush-hour:  

…les lampadaires, les vitrines, les cafés s’allument, l’air du soir est plus vif, le 

contour des choses plus net, il y a des embouteillages aux carrefours, les gens se 

pressent dans les rues. Et au milieu de toutes ces lumières et de cette agitation, 

j’ai peine à croire que je suis dans le même ville que celle où se trouvaient Dora 

Bruder et ses parents, et aussi mon père quand il avait vingt ans de moins que 

moi. J’ai l’impression d’être tout seul à faire le lien entre le Paris de ce temps-là 

et celui d’aujourd’hui, le seul à me souvenir de tous ces détails. Par moments, le 

lien s’amenuise et risque de se rompre, d’autres soirs la ville d’hier m’apparaît en 

reflets furtifs derrière celle d’aujourd’hui. (50-51) 

…the street lamps and shop windows and cafés light up, the evenig air freshens, 

contours sharpen, there are traffic jams at the crossroads and hurrying crowds in 

the streets. And in the midst of all these lights, all this hubbub, I can hardly 

believe that this is the city where Dora lived with her parents, where my father 

lived when he was twenty years younger than I am now. I feel as though I am 

alone in making the link between Paris then and Paris now, alone in remembering 

all these details. There are moments when the link is strained and in danger of 
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snapping, and other evenings when the city of yesterday appears to me in fleeting 

gleams behind that of today. (Kilmartin 40-41) 

From his unique view of a cross-section of time, the narrator implicitly measures each 

protagonist’s ability to “master” the city through the most commonplace of means, such 

as where one walks and when, or the ability to lose oneself in the city’s daily flow to 

remain anonymous. 

In this analysis of Dora Bruder, I have stressed how the quotidien relates to 

power and the use of the city; as a daily display of change, the quotidien modifies or 

eradicates divisions between the planned and personal orders which have defined 

Certeau’s and Lefebvre’s city. I end my analysis of Dora Bruder with a discussion of 

Modiano’s use of the quotidien as narratively subversive. First, the peripatetic narration 

of Dora Bruder is a factor in this depiction’s defiance of genre labeling. Sheringham 

alludes to an historical mismatch between the quotidien and the realist novel, for 

example, when he suggests that the nineteenth-century realist novel was not as hospitable 

to the everyday as it might have been. Despite an interest in the minutiae of daily life and 

its social implications, the novel’s penchant for “abstraction and linear coherence” (45) 

could not contend with the “formlessness of the everyday” (41). He concludes, “if the 

everyday is inherently resistant to being captured in the nets of realism, its elucidation 

may be compatible with a strain of resistance within the novel… [such as] the act of 

narration rather than the world docketed by the narrator” (43).  

Certeau correlates such subversion of narration with the everyday participant’s 

use of tactics for achieving personal ends. Explained by Sheringham: 
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…the récit, as a performance, creates links between spaces. To tell a story is to 

invent a spatial syntax, to create a route through spaces that bear the mark of the 

other.…‘Là où la carte découpe, le récit traverse’ (What the map cuts up, the 

story cuts across) [Certeau 245]: narrating is a transversal art. (46)97 

Dora Bruder’s narrator subverts by taking the reader along streets and through 

neighborhoods according to his own impulses and curiosity, so that some trajectories end 

disruptively while others repeat themselves. The resulting break in linearity is 

exacerbated by his unpredictable shifts between the places and spaces of past and present 

quotidiens. The narrator’s practice of individualizing the hierarchical city site, in turn, 

undermines any potential for an ordered narrative space. Further aligning the quotidien, 

narration, and subversion, Sheringham asserts: “No genre can lay claim to the everyday, 

but subversive practices [such as narration] that cut across generic divisions have often 

been productive” (45). This is also true, for example, of Agnès Varda’s look at the decay 

of the rural everyday through the highly personal and non-linear structure of Les 

Glaneurs et la glaneuse (chapter 1), and of Gérard Gavarry’s depiction of one day’s 

events in a Parisian banlieue recounted three times by modifying the setting in Hop là: 

Un deux trois (chapter 3). 

 

                                                
97 Sheringham elaborates Certeau’s point, quoted from L’Invention du quotidien, I. 
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Entre les murs 

Introduction 

I situate Entre les murs with other depictions of the quotidien for the ordinariness 

of its setting (school), protagonists (teachers, school staff, students, parents), and process 

(teaching, learning). Entre les murs features an institution, as Cantet describes, so 

frequented in real life as a “work place” that it is not often considered for its dramatic, 

theatrical potential.98 In addition, a cross-section of “everyday” people, from assistant 

principal and Physical Education instructor to cafeteria and cleaning staff, populate this 

film. Indeed, several well-known French films have been set at school, such as Zéro de 

conduite (Jean Vigo, 1933), Les Quatre Cents Coups (François Truffaut, 1959), and  

Au Revoir Les Enfants (Louis Malle, 1987), placing Cantet’s film within this important 

trajectory.99 Furthermore, institutions as subject matter is not entirely new if one 

considers, for example, the work of American and internationally-known documentarian, 

Frederick Wiseman, who has filmed a variety of sites, from psychiatric hospital, high 

school, court, and zoo, to hospital, public housing project, and ballet company. Entre les 

murs, however, is distinctive for emphasizing the more day-to-day events of school, 

which have more often served as backdrops to larger narratives, and for presenting this 

semi-fictional narrative in a realistic “documentary-like” manner, which makes the film’s 

concerns increasingly compelling. Cantet cites another difference for Entre les murs – the 

caring attitude of teachers towards students – to which I return later in this chapter. 

                                                
98 Une année entre les Murs. Dir. Brigitte Tijou. Haut et Court, 2008. DVD.  
99 Stuart Jeffries, “Every day I was playing a role.” The Guardian. 19 February 2009. Web. 
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Entre les murs also exposes school as a site invisible to most passers-by. As such, 

it departs from the original daily spectacle of the street by exposing the relatively more 

private quotidiens of spaces and places normally inaccessible to the passer-by, such as a 

classroom or principal’s office. Students and teacher inhabit this “protected domain,” as 

Cantet describes, the former watchful over their world away from home and the latter 

maintaining its distance from outside challenges to their teaching (Une année). This 

decision to film a school’s routines from the inside – entre les murs (within or between 

these walls) – coincides with Andrew Webber’s reading, mentioned earlier, of a recent 

trend in films on the city that include outward and inward views; among depictions of the 

quotidien, Entre les murs becomes emblematic of a shift from public spectacle to one of 

recesses.  

In addition, Entre les murs has less of a plot than its makers profess. While certain 

narrative events lead to an escalation of drama, I contend that the film foregrounds the 

daily process of school. We view only a section, in the form of intermittent points 

between the first and last days of school, but the film’s suggestion of the cyclical nature 

of the process disallows closure, real or fictional. Bégadeau asserts that Entre les murs 

follows a traditional plot evolution when he reminds an interviewer that a Greek tragedy 

is nothing without conflict. The film’s narrative arc appears to build towards conflict 

between Souleymane, a student from Mali who poses academic and discipline problems 

for all of his teachers, and Monsieur Marin, who, despite attempts at flexibility with the 

situation, is part of the group that eventually expels Souleymane. Complicating the matter 

is Marin’s simultaneous membership in the disciplinary action committee and unfortunate 
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labeling of two female class representatives as pétasses (loosely translated at “prostitute”) 

for their immature behavior at a meeting of administrators, teachers, and parents. 

However, director Cantet’s own summary of the film, as the development of a 

relationship between an adult and twenty-five teenagers over the course of a year, more 

accurately reflects the work-in-progress nature of the story.  

Other points in the story’s trajectory are just as compelling in their everydayness, 

and therefore, challenge the dominance of the above narrative events. For example, the 

sequence of Marin’s parent-teacher conferences juxtaposes the different concerns and 

aspirations of each set of guardians for their children: Nassim’s father, with his son 

present, explains that Nassim has everything he needs, unlike himself at the same age, 

and that he and his wife only want him to excel; the mother of an uncommunicative 

student (who dresses in “goth” [Gothic] style) defends his reclusiveness; another mother 

hopes that her son will go to Henry IV, an elite Parisian high school, for its high 

standards, and that, furthermore, the current collège teachers would do more to encourage 

the better students; and Souleymane’s older brother must translate for his mother, from 

Mali, that Souleymane is officially not doing well (she refutes this but also admits she has 

not been able to read the reports sent home, only able to sign them). In addition, the 

announcement that Wei’s mother has been arrested for living in France illegally and 

might face deportation is a brief, but equally compelling scene for its intertwining of the 

quotidien and fate; as the Assistant Principal remarks, “that’s how it goes [when you are 
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stopped], you take a walk in the wrong place, at the wrong time.”100 Dora Bruder, 

discussed earlier in this chapter, has a similar outcome when stopped by the Occupation 

forces in the early 1940s; both acts are negotiations of the use of public streets with the 

powers-that-be, using Certeau’s reading of the quotidien and the organization of urban 

space. Again, it is not necessary to rely completely on the Marin-Souleymane conflict for 

the drama of Entre les murs as smaller everyday episodes are similarly epic.  

Finally, and most significantly for my project, the variables of ordinary setting, 

protagonists, and process interact on a recurring basis, one that effects a constant display 

of change for this site, rather than stasis or monotony. The routines of the school appear 

repetitive at first: students attend French class with Monsieur Marin; Marin sarcastically 

measures the year, on the first day of class, by how much time students cumulatively 

waste each day settling in to class; teachers discuss students and work in the salle de 

professeurs (“teacher’ room”); Marin holds parent-teacher conferences; administrators, 

teachers and parents convene for meetings; and students play soccer and socialize in the 

school’s courtyard. As one student asserts, students just go to school, then go home to eat 

and sleep, even as Monsieur Marin claims the students have richer lives than they think 

when assigning them a self-portrait project in which they are to share the experiences, 

feelings, and “facts” of their lives. However, a prevailing lack of cohesiveness, due to the 

diverse backgrounds (socio-economic, religious, ethnic, etc.) of the students and to 

conflict with administration, makes this school – a distilled version of the modern city – a 
                                                
100 Entre les murs. Dir. Laurent Cantet. Sony Pictures Classics, 2008. DVD. All dialogue quotations are 
from the film and translations from the film’s subtitles, some of which I have paraphrased for the sake of 
brevity.  
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site of contestation. The ebbs and flows of the predominant discord in the classroom and 

the school, in general, work to dissolve the alleged and larger centrality of the city, and 

eventually, disperse its participants. For my analysis, I explain the destabilizing nature of 

daily conflict on the school (a microcosm of city) and the role of power in the negotiation 

of daily space and place. I also discuss the film’s “realism” as a technique for effecting a 

convincing quotidien. 

 

Analysis 

 Most of the critical attention for Entre les murs focuses on its portrayal of a 

French urban school that must contend with the academic and behavioral issues of its 

students, to be read as a microcosm of a more pandemic situation faced by the French 

education system.101 As François Bégadeau, a former teacher who wrote the book version 

and plays himself in the film, remarks:  

We had every kind of review, some from the left suggesting that we'd betrayed 

state education in France by making it look absurd; others saying that we had 

plotted to destroy education and French literature; people on the right saying that 

the film demonstrated how teachers like me had lost control of their children; 

others thankful we had shown education as it is; still others finding the film 

uplifting. (Jeffries) 

While this attention has certainly been provocative, I focus on Entre les murs’ use of the 

quotidien to evoke this story, strongly defined by its location in contemporary urban 

                                                
101 See articles by Leon Sachs and David Cox, “The Class teaches us a lesson in despair,” The Guardian, 
02 March 2009. Web. 24 March 2013. 
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France. Doing so exposes the daily conflicts of this location, which ultimately erode the 

city from a lived place of value and attachment to one of space to which its participants 

are rarely tethered. The element of change inherent to this particular quotidien is the will 

of its participants, especially on the part of the students, to assert themselves – their 

cultural identities, what they know, what they think they know – on a daily basis and in a 

manner that does not seek conciliation.  

Just as Lefebvre famously equates quotidienneté (Introduction 98) with la rue 

(“street”), I equate the quotidien of these recent urban depictions with issues of power. 

Acknowledging the traditional divisions assigned by Lefebvre and Certeau to the city – 

into the hierarchy between the planned city (seen from above) and the “used” city of its 

practitioners (seen at ground level) – I argue that the practitioners’ increasing displays of 

power challenge such hierarchical relationships. The dominant ground-level view of the 

quotidien in Entre les murs reinforces this reversal. The two main sections that follow, on 

daily discord and power struggles, illustrate how the quotidien, with regard to urban 

depictions of French society, assists in destabilizing the landscape.  

 First, the conflicts that arise between or internal to the groups of students, 

teachers, administrators, and parents do not simply derive from issues related to 

adolescent behavior and its purported love for challenging authority. Granted, such 

displays are frequent throughout the film, such as when Khoumba refuses to read aloud 

when asked by Monsieur Marin, which results in an argument, a conduct report, an 

insincere apology, and a letter to Marin promising to cut off communication during class. 

Such instances, however, are minimal compared with conflicts stemming from daily 



   

140 

misperceptions, misunderstandings, and assertions over the identities of this multi-ethnic 

student body, language registers, the city they inhabit, and the purpose of school, which I 

treat, respectively, below.  

 One particular scene illustrates the students’ desire to be reflected culturally in the 

curriculum. When Monsieur Marin writes a sentence on the blackboard, with “Bill” as 

the subject, Esméralda and Khoumba protest his use of “weird names” in examples. His 

justification – “I remind you that it is the name of a famous recent American president” 

(Entre les murs) – does not satisfy them. They propose instead “Rachid,” “Aïssata,” or 

“Ahmed,” adding that Marin always uses names of “honkies, Frenchies, and frogs,”  

terms expressed in French slang that he does not readily grasp. When he asks Esméralda 

if she is French, she replies “No,” then admits that she is, but is not proud of the fact. 

Marin then declares, “If I start choosing names to suit all your origins, it will never end,” 

acknowledging the cultural diversity of the class, but not in a manner that honors this 

representation. Ultimately, he concedes to their demand to “change a little.” Despite his 

concession, such scenes – occurring on a repetitive basis and in the form of contestation – 

do not produce revelations for their participants, but rather re-entrench them in their 

positions.  

 Arguments over national identities and cultural practices also repeatedly surface, 

mediated through such subjects as soccer and food. After a game in the school courtyard 

that ends in an exchange of epithets along national lines, Nassim begins a class 

presentation on the upcoming Coupe d’Afrique des Nations (African Cup). Nassim, of 

Moroccan descent, expresses his hope for the Moroccan soccer team, “the best team in 



   

141 

the world,” and underlines Mali’s failure to qualify that year. He then remarks that “the 

Africans here [in the class] are not interested [in following the matches] if Mali doesn’t 

play,” in a move that, first, identifies students according to either their cultural or actual 

origin outside of France, and second, provokes contention. Marin’s summary of Nassim’s 

point – that the Africans in the class feel more or less African depending on whether Mali 

plays – underscores this sense of belonging to somewhere outside of the Hexagon, the 

existence of differences between those students attached to an elsewhere, and in general, 

the fluidity of identity. The scene continues with further retorts by Boubacar who 

indicates that a player from the Ivory Coast, and not Morocco, is good enough to play for 

“Manchester [United]” (England), and by Carl, who identifies with the French national 

team, but is challenged by Boubacar for saying “We’re all French,” while referring to 

himself more frequently as “Antillais” (Antillean, or Caribbean). The scene disintegrates 

– as many exchanges and situations in this school do – with an argument between Carl 

(Antilles) and Souleymane (Mali) over the more talented country; instead of 

reconciliation, Souleymane loses his temper and is sent to the principal’s office. 

In another scene, Rabah describes going to a party given by “des Jambon-

beurres,” literally ham and butter sandwiches, but slang for white French with whom he 

associates this food (Rabah describes them as “stinking of cheese”). In Rabah’s account, 

this group of “suits and ties” treated him, wearing baggies (“jeans”), as the outsider Arab. 

Finally, Wei, from China, declares that young people today, referring explicitly to the 

students around him but excluding himself, have no shame; he cites their constant joking, 

hitting each other, and general lack of respect as proof, which is not well received in the 
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class. Such articulations of alterity without gestures towards resolution are numerous and 

accumulate throughout the school year. 

Discussions of language register also become heated, based on the students’ 

resistance to formal French in favor of a more vernacular usage. These exchanges signal, 

in general, the frequent impasses toward fluid communication between the teachers and 

students, which prevent the school – the city – from maintaining its stability. One 

particular scene epitomizes the students’ challenge to the status quo, which they 

recognize as generational, class-driven, and personal. It begins with a lesson on the 

imperfect subjunctive tense in French, which the students claim no one uses, not even 

their grandparents. Limiting its usage to the Middle Ages, the students then declare it 

bourgeois, or for the middle class. When Marin replies that he had heard it used the day 

prior by friends, Boubacar replies, “Non, non, quelqu’un de normal… des gens de la rue” 

(“No, someone normal, everyday people”), thereby differentiating Marin along class 

lines. Marin concedes the rarity of hearing the imperfect subjunctive, and agrees that it 

may sound “snob” which he defines as “affected” and “refined.” However, he underlines 

the necessity of being able to “move between” different registers – familiar, current, 

formal, oral, and written, and the intuition one must develop to know the differences.102 

Marin’s final word on the importance of this savoir-faire (“know-how”) is soon 

undermined when Boubacar and Souleymane ask him if he is a homosexual. By equating 

Marin’s use and/or knowledge of people who use the imperfect subjunctive with being 
                                                
102 This discussion resonates with the register switching in Abdellatif Kechiche’s film, L’Esquive (2003), 
in which teenagers living in the banlieue alternate using their own vernacular with the formal and flowery 
language of Pierre de Marivaux as they rehearse his eighteenth-century play, Jeu de l'amour et du hasard, 
at school. 
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gay, the students challenge Marin personally and spiral the discussion away from its 

original topic, grammar. 

A gap between the perception and reality of how the students regularly circulate 

in Paris becomes evident in an exchange between Marin and two students, Esméralda, 

and Khoumba. Marin’s disbelief that these students not only journey outside of their 

neighborhood in the 19th arrondissement (one of 20 administrative sections of Paris and 

at the city’s edge), but frequent areas of Paris renowned as historical, business, and elite 

educational centers belies his limited view of their mobility. While editing an assignment 

of self-portraits in the school’s computer lab, the following exchange occurs: 

ESMERALDA. How do you spell “Lafayette” [“Galleries Lafayette,” the 

department store located in one of Paris’ major commerce centers] 

MARIN.  Why mention that? 

ESM.  I go there often and want to add it [to my self-portrait]. 

MARIN.  Wow, that’s four metro stops. A huge leap from your 

neighborhood. 

KHOUMBA.  We’re not hicks. [She uses the word paysans, also “farmers,” for 

“hicks.”] 

ESM.   We’re city kids. 

MARIN. Really? You go into the center of Paris? 

KHOUMBA.  I go everywhere. The 1st [arrondissement] the 5th, the 20th, the 

12th, the 19th. 

MARIN. Why do you go to the 5th? [the oldest section of Paris, home to 

prestigious educational institutions and national monuments] 
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KHOUMBA. To see friends near Luxembourg. 

MARIN. The Luxembourg gardens? [astonished] 

KHOUMBA. Not the gardens. Luxembourg! 

MARIN. The country? 

KHOUMBA. No, the Luxembourg metro station. 

MARIN. So, you do get out and about.  

The 5th arrondissement (or “Latin Quarter”), in particular, as home to several prestigious 

educational institutions, the Panthéon (burial site of many prominent French titled 

citizens, artists, and intellectuals), and evidence of Paris’ early Roman beginnings, 

becomes a quasi-cradle for French national identity. Thus, the layers of distinction in the 

exchange above are complicated: the students assert that they are not paysans, but of the 

city, while Marin pigeonholes them as staying close to their more familiar position within 

the city, away from centers for advancement. 

The participants in this recurring discord want to have the final word. This next 

section analyzes how concerns with power, common to depictions of the urban quotidien 

because of the shared dense space of the city, pervade and weaken this enclosed urban 

environment. Beneath the modest give-and-take during classroom discussions and 

arguments, staff, students, and parents question who is in control on a daily basis. This 

collège, therefore, is not a place expressing a “collective self,” which Tuan observes in 

most other public urban organizations. Explaining how places express individual and 

collective selves, he writes:  

A house is a relatively simple building. It is a place, however, for many reasons. 

It provides shelter; its hierarchy of spaces answers social needs; it is a field of 
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care, a repository of memories and dreams. Successful architecture “creates the 

semblance of that World which is the counterpart of a Self.”103 For personal 

selfhood that world is the house; for collective selfhood it is a public 

environment such as temple, town hall, or civic center. (Tuan 164) 

School, also a public environment, theoretically functions as a place for people with a 

common purpose to convene. I illustrate below how the school of Entre les murs 

functions otherwise, partitioned through a system of camera angles, references to judicial 

processes, denied access to the city outside the school, and the students’ challenges to the 

school’s authority in everyday interactions. 

I contextualize this analysis with a brief explanation of the filmmakers’ original 

intent for the film – exposure of school’s inequities for students – to explain the second 

type of “disparity,” between administration and students, which drives much of the 

discord. I also present several theories of the urban everyday as they relate to power and 

spatial considerations to understand the instability of “city” as category. First, the issue of 

control was probably not an angle Cantet and Bégadeau had intended for Entre les murs. 

Cantet recalls that he wanted to make a film, 

about life in a secondary school where I'd never go beyond the classroom, and 

use it as a sounding board, a microcosm, where issues of equality and inequality 

are played out….It would be the story of 25 people – a teacher and his students – 

who didn't choose to be together, but are between four walls for an entire year. 

(Goodman) 

                                                
103 Tuan quotes Suzanne K. Langer, Feeling and form: A Theory of Art (New York: Charles Scribner, 
1953) 98. 
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Cantet and Bégadeau also wanted to reflect the administration’s paralysis in the face of 

unequal opportunities for the students. Of the French education system at large, Cantet 

observes that “[schools] enable a kind of sorting process – there are those who will attend 

university, others will be sent to vocational schools, and then there are others who fail or 

are expelled” (Goodman). Bégadeau explains that Entre les murs portrays how teachers 

are stuck no matter what they do; deciding who will be excluded and who will succeed is 

part of the larger social tragedy that school tends to produce (Une année). The staff in the 

film that oversees this environment is, therefore, intentionally rendered as caring, 

conscientious of their decisions’ impact on students and families, and aware of 

contentious relationships between students. In Cantet’s view, the responsive 

administrators and teachers of Entre les murs distinguish it from, to use his example, 

Nicolas Philibert’s documentary, Être et avoir, discussed in chapter 1: 

Être et Avoir is not really a film I could identify with….Philibert shows us a little 

class in the country where kids of all ages are mixed together. It's not at all 

representative of our era. And the teacher is the opposite of what François plays 

in the film. He has enormous power over the kids and, frankly, he's not very nice. 

In a sense, The Class is a response to that kind of abuse of power. (Goodman) 

I do not agree with Cantet’s assessment of Être et avoir, instead attributing the difference 

to teaching styles and geographical circumstance (the rural class is no less “real” than its 

urban counterpart), but include it to illustrate how his perception of the characters in 

Entre les murs differs from my reading of the daily school dynamics. 
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I contend that while Monsieur Marin solicits, albeit with difficulty, the students’ 

best participation in class and only penalizes for poor behavior when necessary, he still 

operates in hierarchical systems unique to the urban everyday, reflected in Foucault’s 

belief in the denial of personal agency under an imposed order, and Certeau’s intersection 

of imposed order (strategies) and daily efforts of “making do”104 (tactics). The most 

compelling example of this hierarchical relationship is Marin’s almost full absolution 

from speaking to two students in a derogatory manner while sitting on a panel that 

decides the academic fate of Souleymane, disciplined for a poor attitude and violence in 

the classroom. Marin is not comfortable with these outcomes – visible in his guilt from 

his insult and for not having rescued Souleymane – but is nonetheless reabsorbed by the 

“side” in charge. Earlier I noted that traces of the Foucault and Certeau systems are 

apparent in Chacun cherche son chat and Dora Bruder, but Entre les murs is unique for 

literally containing them indoors, thereby intensifying power issues within the four walls 

of a classroom and school building.  

 It is appropriate to look to Foucault and Certeau when discussing the relational 

power issues in Entre les murs, for they similarly question the possibility of personal 

autonomy under imposed orders, affording practitioners some degree of freedom over 

their routines and environments. The students in Entre les murs challenge Foucault and 

Certeau’s assumption of an ultimate authority – imposing itself on a day-to-day basis and 

under controlled or tight conditions – through their displays of power, not absence 

thereof, which nonetheless take the form of Certeau’s unofficial practices without a 
                                                
104 Mike Crang, “Relics, Places, and Unwritten Geographies in the work of Michel de Certeau (1925-86), 
Thinking Space. Eds. Mike Crang, Nigel Thrift. (London: Routledge, 2000) 150.  



   

148 

defined space. To explain, while Foucault largely denies personal mastery, Certeau is 

more liberal, but still acknowledges the hierarchy of urban power structures. In Critiques 

of Everyday Life, Gardiner explains that Foucault, 

wants to assert that people are not directed, autonomous agents, but are 

“produced” by the matrix of power/knowledge relations within which they 

inextricably find themselves.…subjects are entities that are constituted by the 

discursive and disciplinary configurations that have accompanied the emergence 

of a carceral society….Foucault’s rejection of the agent or subject entails the de 

facto acknowledgement that the enforcement of a dominant system of norms and 

disciplines can never be resisted effectively. (173-174)  

Furthermore, for Foucault, this dominant system is visible, occupying identifiable 

physical spaces (the academy, the clinic, the prison) (168). 

Certeau, however, introduces the overlooked ability of the city user to circumvent 

such dominant systems out of self-interest, articulated in his theory on strategies and 

tactics. Mike Crang, in his reading of Certeau, explains that: 

Strategic power works by controlling and organizing space to construct proper 

knowledge [similar to Foucault’s dominant system]. In contrast, tactics – the arts 

of making do, like reading or cooking [or digressions and rumor, for the students 

of Entre les murs] – use what is there in multiple permutations. In de Certeau’s 

terms they pass without occupying space….[Tactics] are a bet on time, as an 

adaptive process based not on a balance of power (domination against resistance, 

local cultures against dominant global ones and so forth) but an absence of power 
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– tactics are weapons of the weak. This sort of practical knowledge of the city 

transforms and crosses spaces…. (150) 

The strength of the students’ “project” lies in the spontaneous nature of tactics, these 

“unofficial or marginal practices,” which “represent ‘clandestine forms taken by the 

dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups or individuals already caught in the 

nets of ‘discipline’” (Certeau qtd. in Gardiner 168).105  

In Entre les murs, several instances of a certain camera angle – from an upper 

story window looking down onto a courtyard used for gym and recess – evoke Foucault’s 

“panopticon.” Applied to contemporary social and political configurations, the panoptical 

view intensifies the sense of division within this collège. Developed by English 

philosopher and reformer, Jeremy Bentham, this design establishes a central highpoint 

within an enclosed area from which the powers-that-be observe – or give the illusion of 

observing – those below. Chris Philo explains that in Surveiller et Punir (1975), Foucault 

includes the panopticon in his inventory of different control methods to show how “the 

occupants of identifiable spaces (whether closed institutions or national territories) were 

quietly disciplined as ‘docile minds and bodies’ compliant with the demands of capital 

accumulation and civic responsibility.”106 The configuration of the collège in Entre les 

murs is conducive to such surveillance, a structure of connected buildings that enclose an 

internal courtyard. The twist to the film’s panopticon model is that the “gazer” and the 

“observed” are not fixed roles, so that power becomes transient. Certainly, in this case, 

                                                
105 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendall. xiv. 
106 Chris Philo, “Michel Foucault.” Key Thinkers on Space and Place. 2nd ed. Eds. Phil Hubbard and Rob 
Kitchin (London: SAGE, 2010) 164. 
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James Monaco’s dictum on camera angles and power – “It goes without saying that high-

angle shots diminish the importance of the subject while low-angle shots emphasize its 

power”107 – applies to those traditionally in power, school administration and faculty, as 

well as those thought to be without, the students. 

I organize the viewpoints below by the gazer, with the first set belonging to the 

school administration, namely Marin. The first view is from inside the building looking 

down onto the interior courtyard and is intersected by sections of the window frames and 

bars outside. The identity of the viewer is unknown as he or she watches a gym teacher 

and students in running drills below. In the subsequent shot, Monsieur Marin’s face 

appears as he stands at the window, interested in the diversion of the gym class while his 

own works quietly. Next, following a scene in the salle de profs where teachers have 

been discussing the arrest of a Chinese student’s mother sans papiers (“undocumented 

immigrant”), the view reverts to the same glance downwards onto the courtyard, which I 

attribute to the inhabitants of the room, or administration. In this frame unobstructed by 

bars or window frames, the camera intermittently zooms in and out on students 

socializing in different spaces of the yard and on a soccer game in the center whose 

players end with a heated, physical argument.  

 The second set of views belongs to gazers who are never revealed, but are 

presumed, again, to be administration, since the students are under the camera’s scrutiny. 

The first is a long shot of the courtyard, capturing all of the students in its view as they 

socialize, probably at lunchtime, within three high walls. The view is unobstructed by 
                                                
107 James Monaco. How to Read a Film: The World of Movies, Media, and Multimedia (Language, 
History, Theory). 3rd ed. (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.) 198-200. 
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bars or window frames as the camera moves in closer, but still from a higher position 

looking down. In the courtyard, the students take pictures of each other, chat while sitting 

against the walls, and in general, roam around. Next, this camera angle captures, in an 

unobstructed view, what appears to be the beginning of a school day, where different 

groups of students find their teachers and line up before being led into the school. Finally, 

another unknown gazer watches Souleymane and his mother cross an empty courtyard 

and up stairs towards an exit after the disciplinary committee’s decision to expel him. 

 The students of Marin’s French class control the vantage point only once. When 

Souleymane disrupts the class after the Coup d’Afrique disagreement, Marin escorts him 

angrily to the principal’s office. About to cross the courtyard, Marin looks back up to his 

classroom to find his class staring down at him through a bar-like structure enclosing an 

outer hallway. The next shot reverts back to the students’ viewpoint from the upper story, 

of which the frame is obstructed by a bar and window frame; from here, the students 

observe Marin rushing Souleymane by physically pulling him forward, across a 

complicated backdrop of walkways, stairs, and small bridges, in the style of M.C. Escher, 

but here a reality. 

 Finally, the courtyard is filmed at ground level (or at Marin’s eye level) only three 

times throughout the film, notably when Marin shares the courtyard space with a student 

or students. As Monaco explains, eye level shots can be read along cultural lines: “The 

eye level shot, the least obtrusive, is not always so easily defined. ‘Eye level,’ of course 

depends on the eye of the beholder. Even in European and American cinema, the subtle 

differences among eye levels, although not immediately remarkable, can have significant 
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effects over the course of a film” (200). In the film’s case, the eye level view of the 

courtyard and students either signals Marin’s authority – in other words, he has been the 

gazer, known and unidentified, who now shifts his recurring view to the yard – or the 

leveling between student and teacher in this daily conflict. Both readings are also 

simultaneously possible.  

In each instance at ground level, the students take the opportunity to effectively 

address Marin, the authority figure. The first instance is, again, when Marin takes 

Souleymane to the principal’s office; with little agency in this moment, Souleymane, 

nonetheless, thwarts their walk momentarily when he stops to tie his shoes. In the second 

instance, Marin storms onto the courtyard to confront his class for having informed the  

administration of his pétasse remark in class. This confrontation is somewhat atypical in 

that depicted teachers rarely open such a dispute to discussion, and in this sense, the 

scene moves the film closer to Cantet and Bégadeau’s original goal of a less authoritative 

and more inclusive school environment. However, the students artciculate compelling 

arguments against Marin’s use of the word, and thus, weaken Marin’s position that 

students have no right to act disrespectfully. Finally, on the last day of school, the 

administrators and teachers play the students in a game of soccer, filmed at the ground 

level in the courtyard, which symbolically ends in a goal for the students. In sum, Marin 

dictates at which level the courtyard will be viewed, which does not, however, translate 

to the ultimate expression of his authority; he maintains surveillance from the school’s 

upper stories which, however, is challenged rather successfully when he shares the same 

courtyard level as the students or when they oversee him. 
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 Granted, scenes with such angles could be read as simply documenting junior 

high students being themselves: this is what they do everyday while on break from class. 

However, the angle at which they are filmed is too peculiar to let such a reading rest 

there. In support of this argument, I note again the traded roles of those who gaze and 

those who are observed, as well as the students’ eventual will to assert themselves when 

the courtyard is filmed at ground level. Furthermore, the composition of windows in the 

school grants teachers the “clearest” view; Marin’s classroom windows are obstructed by 

several horizontal bars, running from top to bottom, whereas those in the salle de profs 

are completely unobstructed. This system of camera angles, thus, reflects a quotidien 

marked by inequity (clear versus unobstructed views of the school environment, again a 

microcosm of the city), but also challenges to hierarchy, both hallmark features of 

Certeau’s urban configuration. The question remains, though, whether the traditional 

authorities – those that lay out the grid of the city, equally those that run this collège – 

“win” over the city’s users’ attempts to circumvent them. I explore this in my discussion 

later of the students’ use of tactics against the strategies of the school.  

 Power in Entre les murs is also illustrated through the film’s judicial undertones, 

namely terminology and processes borrowed from court and prison. As staff frequently 

reminds students of its jurisdiction over the daily operations of the school, this 

microcosm of city space is weakened by an ongoing litiginous exchange.  Here, I 

highlight how certain situations are framed and phrased, as well as Souleymane’s 

disciplinarian hearing near the film’s end. In the first example, the principal, teachers, 

and parent representatives discuss a penalty-point system for punishing students. Several 
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teachers have proposed it because of a rise in problems at school, with current 

punishments having no effect. One parent takes issue with the system for only 

condemning, rather than praising students, while another asks that points be given for 

good deeds. These suggestions are quickly tabled by a teachers who lists all of the ways 

in which students can “earn praise,” and by a debate on what constitutes an infraction, 

how to deduct points, the “sense of impunity” that could develop if the system has 

loopholes, and Marin’s argument for less strict and more tolerant interpretation of the 

rules. When another teacher disagrees, a third interjects in Marin’s support, “You have 

the law and the spirit of the law.” Schools naturally deal with discipline issues, and 

decision-making often enters grey areas, but this exchange, focusing on punishment, 

contributes to an overall sense of “sides” within the school that see little reconciliation, in 

line with Certeau’s vision of the daily city as divided by separate parties, one with power 

and one without.  

 A second example of the “correctional” dimension of this school and the system 

at large manifests for Carl, a transfer student who joins Marin’s class. The reason for his 

transfer is unknown, but it is clear from conversations with Marin that it stems from 

academic or behavioral issues at his previous school. During the courtyard argument 

between Marin and his students, Carl justifies Souleymane’s outburst by indicating that 

everyone is prone to get upset. When Marin claims, “You’re calmer now [here]….All the 

teachers say your attitude is perfect now,” Carl asks, “You think you’ve tamed me?” In 

language more associated with remedial processes, Marin replies, “No, being sent here 

helped you understand things.” This refrain of terminology reinforces the hierarchical 
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nature of the school, the realm of punishment within this world, and the will of those 

suppressed by it to counter it.  

 A scene prior to Souleymane’s disciplinary hearing also reflects this orientation of 

language, while foretelling Souleymane’s outcome. Two class representatives have 

relayed to their classmates what the principal and teachers have discussed regarding each 

student’s progress, highlighting the more critical comments. Souleymane believes Marin 

is seeking revenge against him by complaining about his behavior to others, but Marin 

replies that, “When a judge sends someone to jail, it’s not for revenge, it helps society run 

smoothly.” Marin is not seeking revenge (“I don’t wake up each morning wondering how 

I’m going to seek revenge on Souleymane”), but his choice of words to express this 

concept is part of a larger semantic system of punishment in Entre les murs. Similarly, in 

a scene in which the principal enters Marin’s class to introduce Carl, he tells the students 

to stand up, explaining that asking them to do so is a sign of respect for adults, a point at 

which he could have stopped, but adds – and projects – that doing so is not a sign of 

“submission” or “humiliation.”  

 Souleymane’s violent outburst in class and then departure, which had been 

mounting in the scene just mentioned, leads to a disciplinary hearing, which is essentially 

a scene in court. Even though Marin has a very considerate discussion with fellow 

teachers in the salle de profs beforehand regarding the extreme and often unjust nature of 

the hearing system, Souleymane’s outcome is clear even as the ballot box carrying 

deciding votes as deliberately passed around the table. Parent representatives during the 

hearing complain that they do not like that Marin is both judge and litigant – noted in the 
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report for having called the two girls pétasses – but his participation is quickly justified 

by the principal and himself. The class has even predicted how the law will sway 

regarding Souleymane’s possible expulsion from school, acknowledging the visible 

power structure of the school, but also the predictability of its authority. During the 

heated discussion in the courtyard between Marin and the students, Khoumba asks if 

Souleymane will be expelled. When Marin replies that nothing has been decided yet, she 

claims, “C’est déjà calculé…” (“We know it’s all settled anyway…Because it’s always 

the same”).  

 In addition to camera angles and language, physical mobility is another measure 

of “freedom” within this school. The only protagonist seen outside of school is Marin, 

which occurs once at the beginning of the film as he leaves a café, crosses a street, and 

enters the school for a meeting before the first day. Otherwise, all administrators, 

teachers, parents, and students remain within the confines of the school campus. On the 

one hand, enclosing everyone allows the filmmakers their close-up study of daily 

interactions, yet it also signals, probably unintentionally, denial of such access to the 

students.  

 The students, ultimately, circumvent the forces they perceive to work against 

them through their use of Certeau’s tactics, though, I will eventually argue that the power 

of the students to effect change is greater than Certeau’s – or even Foucault’s – 

theoretical subjects. His point of departure is, however, useful. Adopting the viewpoint of 

the “weak” or “non-producer,” he highlights their ability to creatively and 
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advantageously manipulate what dominates them. Gardiner explains the political 

dimension of the invisibility of tactics:  

Although the cultural activity of the non-producers of culture is largely 

‘unsigned, unreadable, and unsymbolized’, because it is not governed by 

formalized logic and escapes the gaze of official power, it is nonetheless present. 

… [Writes Certeau,] “the tactics of consumption, the ingenious ways in which 

the weak make use of the strong, thus lend a political dimension to everyday 

practices” (1984: xvii)108 ….Consumers “produce” through the adoption of 

“errant” or non-formalized practices, which obey internal logics that are often 

unintelligible to an outsider. (170) 

While never conceding to a pure state of liberty (Philo 168), even Foucault sees the 

potential to exist outside of traditional channels. In his later work, Foucault focuses on 

the “possibilities opening up to the human subject who is ‘self-produced’: to individuals 

who just occasionally can seize a fragment of liberty to imagine and accomplish things 

differently, to mobilize the techniques for presenting and achieving in a ‘style’ differing 

from that of contemporaries, to pursue ‘the art of life’ (163). Examples of the students’ 

attempts to assert their authority follow. 

 In the first example, two class representatives, Esméralda and Louise, undermine 

Monsieur Marin’s authority and lead to the disruption of a class by imparting grades and 

behavior assessments, discussed during a closed meeting with administrators and 

teachers, to their classmates. When two other students in the class question Marin about 

                                                
108 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life, Trans. Steven Rendall. xvii. 
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the results, the discussion devolves from the equilibrium of a lesson to Marin’s 

annoyance at the girls’ breach of trust, his description of their attitude during the meeting 

as that of pétasses, and Souleymane’s outburst for having been called “limited” and his 

defense of the class against Marin. The scene is a complete upset of the status quo (i.e. 

the sanctity of meetings and classroom ambience and roles), which sets in motion the 

power play with an ambiguous ending; the school asserts its authority by eventually 

expelling Souleymane, but Marin will carry the burden of guilt for having participated in 

his expulsion. Marin’s reflective expressions in the scenes leading up to and during the 

disciplinary hearing, as well as his attempts to downplay Souleymane’s behavior are 

evidence of this regret. Esméralda and Louise’s subversion, thus, is a seminal event in the 

ongoing attempts at daily mastery of this city space, albeit enclosed.  

 The next examples illustrates, like the imparting of grades, how the students’ use 

of rumor, “escap[ing] the gaze of official power” (Gardiner 170), undermines Marin. 

Instead of discussing Marin’s name for them in class, Esméralda and Louise report the 

incident to an assistant principal; she confronts Marin and lets him know that the rumor is 

spreading around the school and that “people are talking.” The courtyard confrontation 

between Marin and students follows, in which Esméralda and Louise articulate their right 

to express themselves as freely as Marin: 

LOUISE.  Teachers can complain about us and vice versa, right? 

MARIN.  No, it doesn’t work both ways.  

[Louise and Esméralda disagree with him.] 

MARIN.  What are you after?  
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ESMERALDA. To see you punished, [like us]. 

[…] 

MARIN.  You, punish me? 

ESM.   You insulted us, you get punished. 

MARIN.  Where will that get you? 

ESM.  I’ll have spoken out. 

MARIN.  Great, that’s a lot of use.  

While Marin doubts their authority, the students succeed in undermining him, an 

authority figure, by “invisibly” affecting his reputation and influencing his self-doubt.  

Esméralda and Carl, in the same courtyard scene, also tries to “level the field” by 

trading epithets with Marin, illustrated in the following exchange:  

CARL.   I say teachers who expel students are asses. [The students 

present clap.] 

[…] 

MARIN.  Everyone goes wild over some word I said. You say asshole and 

I shouldn’t react?  

[…] 

ESM.   You say skanks [pétasses]. We say asshole. It’s the same thing. 

MARIN.  They’re nothing alike. A teacher can say certain things that 

students can’t say. Try to understand that.  

The students’ attempt to upset the normal functioning of this hierarchical arrangement, 

again emblematic of the contemporary urban quotidien for its imposed order and efforts 

to cope with it, is left unchallenged once Marin walks away from the group. 



   

160 

 I draw several conclusions for this analysis of daily power struggles in Entre les 

murs, including its departure from Foucault and Certeau’s readings of power 

relationships, dispersion as a spatial outcome for this urban collège, and this recurring 

power debate as a postcolonial expression. First, while the divisions that Foucault and 

Certeau imagine, respectively, for institutions and the urban everyday are helpful 

parameters for measuring relationships in the dense city space, the events of Entre les 

murs deny the traditional power structures – the strategies of urban planners and 

politicians, a school administration – the final word. The successes of the students in 

asserting themselves on a daily basis may be subtle and “unofficial,” but there is no 

indication that they will cease. On the contrary, Marin’s regret and the fact that the film 

ends with the students’ goal against staff and faculty signal ongoing contestation and the 

class’ ability to “manipulate,” to use Certeau’s term, appearing below.  

Moreover, while Certeau’s view of tactics, as a “victory of time over space” is 

relevant to Entre les murs, it is limited for not allowing the students, as tacticians, 

enduring successes. As Certeau explains, it is never possible, as hard as one tries, to 

completely own that which is manipulated: 

The place of a tactic belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s 

place, fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to 

keep it at a distance. It has at its disposal no base where it can capitalize on its 

advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure independence with respect to 

circumstances. The “proper” is a victory of space over time. On the contrary, 

because it does not have a place, a tactic depends on time – it is always on the 



   

161 

watch for opportunities that may be seized “on the wing”. Whatever it wins, it 

does not keep. It must constantly manipulate events in order to turn them into 

“opportunities.” (Certeau 1984: xix, qtd. in Gardiner 172-173)  

The “proper” of Entre les murs is the administration’s physical control of the school 

property, which will probably not be thwarted, whereas “time,” the tool of the students, is 

the quotidien, or the recurring chances it affords to challenge the status quo through self-

assertion. In this text, the students do keep whatever they win. While the “prize” may not 

be tangible, the memory of the effort endures; as Esméralda explains, “I’ll have spoken 

out.” Here, the quotidien is a clear display and tool of change.  

The students also use time to their advantage, seeking moments in which they can 

turn the course of events during or outside class, but their spatial determination is one of 

dispersion, as a tactic “does not have a place.” By the end of this long-running 

dissonance, in the form of an academic year, the students, as well as staff, are cast in 

different directions, dispersed either on their own account or by forces beyond their 

control, such as the French school system as described earlier by Cantet. What should be 

place – school in the city – becomes a more meaningless space to which few are tethered. 

Souleymane is expelled; Wei’s mother risks deportation, thereby leaving his own fate in 

flux; Henriette tells Monsieur Marin at the end of the year that she has not learned 

anything and fears being sent to vocational school; Marin is coincé (“stuck”) as he yields 

to the tenor of his fellow teachers and principal who believe the school’s disciplinary 

process is correct; and finally, Esméralda advances, a curious learner who in her spare 

time reads Plato’s La République. As one of the leaders of the student resistance, 
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Esméralda will also advance the students’ interest in challenging the status quo (this 

“tradition” is elaborated below).  

Thus, Cantet and Bégadeau’s use of the quotidien as a framework for this story 

closely exposes an unraveling of the city, concentrated in the school, as a hub. 

Historically, Paris has been read as a city with an original “core,” to which Crang and 

Thrift allude in their reading of the city’s spatial developments:  

From the nineteenth-century zones of abjection…to the circling of the city by the 

périphérique, Paris is a centred city whose story can be told through a history of 

concentric boundaries (Forbes 1995: 254). The suburbs, beyond the 

arrondissements within the wall of 1859, are expelled despite attempts to 

reincorporate them with the RER line. Indeed, it is the deprived ‘banlieues’ that 

form an unreadable alternate Paris that escapes the well-worn myths of the city. 

(Thinking Space 15)109 

I include their remarks on the unreadability of the banlieues, or marginal spaces, because 

they contextualize the school’s location in Entre les murs, itself at the very edges of 

Paris’ arrondissement system; while technically within the city proper, the actual spatial 

“home” of the school is closer to a category said to be “alternate” and without 

categorization. The depiction of this story via the quotidien illustrates the daily erosion of 

the notion of center due to the discord and concerns for power present. We will see 

similarly at the beginning of chapter 3 how the notion of a concentric Paris falls apart as 

challenges to the idea of a tight-knit center increase in influence.  

                                                
109 Crang and Thrift cite Jill Forbes, “Pop Culture and Cultural Politics,” Eds. Jill Forbes, Michael Kelly. 
French Cultural Studies: an Introduction. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) 232-263. 
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Furthermore, depictions such as Entre les murs reinforce Marc Augé’s conviction 

that Paris has no center, but many centers (90-92), basing his premise on a complicated 

set of tensions: the decentralizing manner in which streets and intersections become 

“‘monuments’ (au sens de témoinages et souvenirs) dans la mesure où leur nom de 

baptême les immerge dans l’histoire” (90) (“monuments [in the sense of stories and 

memories] in that their given name immerges them in history); the division of Paris into 

twenty arrondissements, which were under the jurisdiction of partnering entities before 

the position of mayor for the entire city was instituted for the entire city (91); and the 

paradox of the ambition for centralization of Paris as capital of France while the very 

power of the capital is dispersed in the scattering of equally important administrative 

buildings across the city (92).  

I close this section on displays of power in the urban quotidien of Entre les murs 

by proposing a deeper reading of this open-ended situation, interpreting such shifts in 

hierarchical relationships, complicated by the diversity of a city, as a postcolonial 

expression. Many of the students in the class have either immigrated to France from other 

countries or identify themselves primarily with cultural heritages outside France as 

children or grandchildren of immigrants; in both circumstances, the countries of origin 

are mostly former colonial entities of France. The students’ resistance to being quelled 

can, therefore, also be read as the ongoing negotiations of power between former 

colonizer and colonized through everyday practices, here, the banal job of school.  

I cultivate this reading, first, with Certeau’s view of tactics, described earlier, as 

“reliant on the art of collective memory, on a tradition of popular resistance and 
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subversion passed on from generation to generation since time immemorial” (Gardiner 

172). Esméralda’s assertion that “I’ll have spoken out” is an example of a past display of 

voicing protest as well as an event for future generations. As Crang explains, tactics are 

equally elusive and permanent, forming, 

an anti-museum, which does not catalogue and place events, but takes fragments 

and propels them into the present. Time introduces alterity to space through the 

sudden deployment of memories….The alterity is that these memories do not just 

contain events, but still carry the remains of different conceptual systems from 

whence they came. (150) 

I also base my reading of Entre les murs as a postcolonial quotidien on the current 

realities of life in France for immigrants from former colonies and second- or third-

generation immigrant minorities. Alec Hargreaves and Mark McKinney, in “The Post-

Colonial Problematic in Contemporary France,” describe the complex situation of 

“minorities originating in ex-colonies who have now settled in France” (4), a category to 

which a proportion of the students in Entre les murs belong:  

French-speaking to a very large extent, yet culturally distinct in other ways and 

still marked by exclusionary memories of the colonial period, these minorities 

defy the political logic of francophonie [here, French-speaking, but living outside 

of metropolitan France] by being residents and in many cases citizens of France 

while appearing to many among the majority population to belong elsewhere.110 

                                                
110 Hargreaves, Alec G. and Mark McKinney, “The Post-Colonial Problematic in Contemporary France.” 
Post-Colonial Cultures in France. (London: Routledge, 1997) 4.  
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Even though many of the students featured in Entre les murs belong to this population, 

they refuse exclusion by asserting their distinct identities on a daily basis, and, thus, 

activate the interstitial zone they occupy. Hargreaves and McKinney name this new space 

by turning to Homi Bhabba’s general view of interstices: “Cutting across the binary logic 

that opposes ‘insiders’ to ‘outsiders,’ they are creating what…Bhabha has described as a 

hybrid ‘third space’ that allows for the emergence of new cultural forms, ‘new structures 

of authority, [and] new political initiatives’ (Bhabha 1990: 211: cf. Bhabha 1994: 19-39)” 

(4).111 The students also defy what these authors name as France’s “strong centralizing 

traditions on both the left, stretching back to the French Revolution, and the right, 

drawing partly on the legacy of pre-revolutionary monarchial regimes,” which asks for 

assimilation “from immigrants and their descendants” (21), again by asserting their 

cultural distinctiveness.  

 

Conclusion  

I’m interested in reality, in presenting real and authentic situations and 

characters. In reality, stories don’t just tie up neatly. Laurent Cantet (Merrin)112 

 

If the texts of my study share a trait, it is the “believability” of the depicted 

quotidien achieved through the author or filmmaker’s reliance on techniques of realism. 

In this last section, I focus on how Entre les murs “looks” realistic, but also how it defies 

                                                
111 Bhabha citations refer to, respectively: Bhabha, Homi (1990) “The third space,” interview by Jonathan 
Rutherford, in Jonathan Rutherford (ed.), Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, London: Lawrence & 
Wishart, pp. 207-21; and (1994) The Location of Culture, London/New York: Routledge. 
112 Jennifer Merin. “Filmmaker Laurent Cantet Discusses 'The Class': Bridging Narrative and Documentary 
Genres and Film As A Context For Social Issues.” About.com: Documentaries. 20 Nov. 2008. Web. 
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categories of genre, such as nonfiction film, due to its actual hybrid nature of fiction and 

nonfiction, an effect achieved by all of the texts in my study. Furthermore, I try to explain 

the viewer’s tendency to categorize the film, nonetheless, as a documentary.  

 Information on the production of the film provides clues into the evocation of the 

“real” daily situation of school in a Parisian working-class neighborhood.113 Cantet and 

Bégadeau visited a collège (“Françoise Dolto”) in the twentieth arrondissement of Paris 

to meet with eigth-grade students about their film project. Inviting them to participate in 

weekly improvisation workshops at the school, the filmmakers first attracted 50 students, 

half of whom decided to stay with the film. Administrators and teachers from Dolto also 

participated, playing themselves. Cantet, a former teacher and author of the semi-

autobiographical book, plays himself as well. The film was shot on location at another 

collège in the nineteenth arrondissement, also a working-class neighborhood. To capture 

events of the classroom as they unfolded (daydreaming, chatting, questions, violent 

outbursts), Cantet used several cameras simultaneously, positioned on various areas 

within the class. Shots are mostly medium close-ups, which, when of the protagonists, 

emphasize their subjectivity. Finally, the “script” was based on overarching objectives for 

each scene that Bégadeau and the students rehearsed informally, with the resulting 

dialogue based on improvisation.   

                                                
113 I place “real” in parentheses, persuaded by Jane Gaines’ explanation of the move by “contemporary 
culture critics” (including Judith Butler) to “designate the term as contested and setting it aside as an area 
of debate” (“Introduction: The Real Returns” 3). Gaines articulates the recent viewpoint of critics as 
doubtful of the existence of the “real”: “Reality outside of cultural sign, as it is so often said, does not 
exist” (2). Film, for example, must account for its production and technological processes (the presence of a 
camera) as part of the reality it seeks to capture (2).  
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 Entre les murs certainly “looks and feels” like nonfiction film because of its 

natural acting styles and location, but is more truly an amalgam of pieces from reality and 

imagination (e.g.the teacher who pens his semi-autobiographical account of teaching 

becomes an actor in the film, playing himself, as well as co-screenwriter). In this way, it 

defies labels such as narrative or documentary film, similar to other texts in my study 

such as Dora Bruder (novel/account/memoir), discussed later in this chapter, as well as 

Profils paysans of chapter 1 (in equal parts, non-fictional film of daily routines of 

traditional French farmers, and sentimental personal memoir of a filmmaker who revisits 

his heritage). This trait of hybridity is characteristic of recent developments for texts on 

the quotidien and new trends in thought on the nonfiction film, which both depart from 

tendencies to categorize texts by genre, and acknowledge the influence of new medias 

and the blending thereof. 

First, to reiterate from my Introduction, Sheringham connects the  

“investigations and explorations of the quotidien, in a considerable range of media and 

genres, [which] have enjoyed remarkable prominence in France and elsewhere” with the 

“decline of the novel in the 1980s and 1990s in favour of hybrid works exploiting the 

documentary impulse in such modes as autobiography, biography, the journal, historical 

writing, travel writing, and the essay” (3). François Bégadeau’s book, Entre les murs, is 

such a text; as a novel based on his experience as a junior high school teacher in a 

declared ZEP, or area of schools in crisis,114 it follows the daily minutiae of class lessons, 

                                                
114 In an article on Entre les murs, Eugenio Renzi indicates “Les établissements situés en ZEP [or “Zone 
d’enseignement prioritaire”] disposent de plus d’autonomie et de plus grands moyens financiers pour palier 
aux difficultés d’ordre scolaire et social” (“A égalité.” Cahiers du cinema 637 Sep. 2008, 19). (“Schools 
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interactions between teachers and teachers and students, controversies, forms, homework, 

and what the students wear and care about as pastimes. Bégadeau’s documents this 

quotidien in semi-neutral fashion, presenting the situations as they unfold with reserved 

judgement. His writing process was to:  

Ne rien dire, ne pas s’envoler dans le commentaire, rester à la confluence du 

savoir et de l’ignorance, au pied du mur. Montrer comment c’est, comment ça se 

passé, comment ça marche, comment ça ne marche pas. Diviser les discours par 

des faits, les idées par des gestes. Juste documenter la quotidienneté laborieuse. 

(Bégadeau, Entre les murs, back cover) 

Say nothing, don’t get lost in commentary, remain at the convergence of 

knowledge and ignorance, with one’s back up against the wall. Show how it is, 

how that happened, how that works, how that doesn’t work. Divide the 

discussion by facts and the ideas by gestures. Only document the laborious 

everyday. 

In addition to hybridity, Sheringham points to the concern for subjectivity in recent works 

on the quotidien: 

In a climate that saw the end of the structuralist embargo on subjectivity and 

reference, and favoured new ways of looking at the concrete human subject at 

grips with experience, these modes, often involving fusions between different 

                                                                                                                                            
situated in a ‘Critical Education Zone’ have more autonomy and access to more funding to ease problems 
stemming from academic and social issues.”) 
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media, including film, photography, theatre, and reportage, tended to incorporate 

a self-reflexive awareness of their methods and status. (3)115 

While the film (a fusion of semi-autobiography and cinema) is not self-reflexive in the 

way that Dora Bruder’s author, Patrick Modiano, describes his attempts to document 

Dora’s meanderings and dissapearance, Entre les murs pays attention to how the 

characters contemplate, initiate, and react to the daily events of an urban school. 

Monsieur Marin never stops struggling with how to handle his class situation, teachers 

lament the predicament of Wei whose mother might be deported, parents plead faculty to 

encourage students more and punish less, Khoumba displays personal dilemma by 

retreating from interaction with Marin in class, and Souleymane’s mother, who does not 

speak French, navigates – angrily but respectfully – the school’s disciplinary action 

against him.  

 A new generation of scholars, turning to documentary studies, is also treating the 

notion of hybridity arising from the recent increase in texts that “blur” the line between 

fact and fiction. Entre les murs – “documentary-like” – is such a text for its blending of 

fact (real students, real neighborhood, real school, real teacher) and fiction (students 

adopt personas, teachers play versions of themselves, a school is dissected and rearranged 

spatially to tell the “story,” a book is “re-written” for film). In his essay, “Documentary 

Horizons: An Afterward,” Renov acknowledges the increasing and contemporary 

“blurring of the fiction/nonfiction divide” similar to “the challenging of other historic and 

                                                
115 Regarding the “return of the subject,” Sheringham references Paul Gifford and Johnnie Gratton (eds.), 
Subject Matters: Essays on Subject and Self in French Literature from Descartes to the Present 
(Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2000). 
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hierarchical dyads – [such as] those of male and female, white and black, the cultural 

“high and low” – and the embrace, even celebration of a hybridized, mutable, and 

“impure” model of social life.116 Renov updates Walter Benjamin’s predictions for such 

blurrings (317), by citing contemporary versions – “public versus private spheres and of 

the professionalized, taxonomically discrete domains of fiction and nonfiction” (318), 

complicated by the myriad of technological options for conveying images. Souleymane’s 

auto-portrait project is an example of Renov’s observation that “New methods for 

representing the self in everyday life (home video, Web pages) have begun to wear away 

the distinction between home use and public display” (318). Using his cell phone to take 

pictures, Souleymane’s assembles a photo essay representation of his daily world, which 

includes a photo of his mother cooking at the stove and expressing her annoyance for 

having been photographed.  

The production details listed at the beginning of this section are now part of the 

film’s lore, incorporated into almost all press for the film; made public, they heighten 

viewers’ expectations of the “reality” of the film, and manifested on the screen, they 

resonate with our experience and cultural knowledge, a point made by Vivian Sobchack 

in her argument that “the viewer…ultimately determines the mode.”117 Here, I would like 

to briefly consider Sobchack’s idea with regard to how viewers perceive Entre les murs.  

A brief survey of reactions to the film’s realism suggest immediate associations 

made by critics (and by Cantet as well) with the genre of documentary film: 
                                                
116 Michael Renov. “Documentary Horizons: An Afterward.” Collecting Visible Evidence. Eds. Jane M. 
Gaines and Michael Renov. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999) 317. 
117 Jane M. Gaines. “Introduction: The Real Returns.” Collecting Visible Evidence. Eds. Jane M. Gaines 
and Michael Renov. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999) 15.  
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… Cantet creates a sense of spontaneity [by using three cameras simultaneously] 

that imparts to the film the aura of documentary.118 

 
Just about as tightly focused as a documentary by Frederick Wiseman, the story 

unfolds almost entirely inside a school in the working-class, fast-gentrifying 20th 

arrondissement, a residential district on the city’s farthermost eastern edge.…Mr. 

Cantet…tends to keep his ideas more strategically nestled in the unassuming 

guise of a documentary-inflected realism that plays a lot like life because that’s 

precisely where it comes from.119 

 
[Cantet:] I open a foyer onto human beings and their condition, …I show their 

problems and these happen to be universal. To enhance the reality, I try to bring a 

sociological, even documentary-like dimension to what I do and this is how I 

convey a kind of news-of-the-world.120 

How do such viewers arrive at the documentary category or any one, for that matter? In 

her re-reading of Belgian psychologist Jean-Pierre Meunier’s Les Structures de 

l’experience filmique: L’Identification filmique,121 Sobchack finds useful his “three 

modes of spectatorial consciousness” (242) – the home movie (film-souvenir) (243), 

documentary, and fiction film – for understanding how the viewer determines the type of 

film he or she is watching. This determination is based on, 
                                                
118 Dana Strand. ‘Etre et parler: Being and speaking French in Abdellatif Kechiche’s L’Esquive (2004) and 
Laurent Cantet’s Entre les murs (2008)’, Studies in French Cinema 9:3 (2009): 265.  
119 Manohla Dargis. “Learning to Be the Future of France.” The New York Times. 25 Sep. 2008. Web. 
120 Doris Toumarkine. “Class picture: Palme d'or winner Laurent Cantet goes back to school.” Film 
Journal International 111:12 (2008) 28-34. (Cantet qtd. in Toumarkine 30) 
121 Vivian Sobchack. “Toward a Phenomenology of Nonfictional Film Experience.” Collecting Visible 
Evidence. Eds. Jane M. Gaines and Michael Renov. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). 
Cites Meunier, Jean-Pierre. Les Structures de l’experience filmique: L’Identification filmique. (Louvain: 
Librairie Universitaire, 1969). 
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The attitude of our consciousness toward the cinematic object [which] 

simultaneously positions us as existential subjects in relation to the screen and 

posits the existential status of what we see there in relation to what we have 

experienced and know of the life-world we inhabit. (243) 

In short, a viewer will rely on his or her experience with and cultural knowledge of what 

is presented on screen to relate to it, with a home movie requiring less attention than the 

fiction film, in which “the cinematic object is unknown in its specificity” (243) and 

without reference points. Entre les murs, or any film for that matter, can be read in all 

three modes, for as Sobchack notes: 

…a fiction can be experienced as a home movie or documentary, a documentary 

as a home movie or fiction, a home movie as a documentary or fiction. 

Existential knowledge and forms of attention structure cinematic identification 

with – and of – the cinematic object. (246) 

Yet, why does Entre les murs tend to hover around the documentary mode? As a 

documentary, which “entails not only our existential and cultural knowledge, but also our 

partial lack of it – a lack that modifies the nature of our identification with the image” 

(243), Entre les murs provides images familiar to those who have participated in the 

French school system and school in general, but must be mediated by viewers located 

away from urban areas marked by cultural diversity and/or French culture. What is most 

familiar, however, above the experience of school, is the universality of the quotidien, 

here presented in its unglamorous state and awakened from going unnoticed. Told on a 

more or less daily basis, starring people taken from everyday life, and affording moments 

of opportunity for detours from the routine, Entre les murs “feels real,” leading to its 
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quick categorization as nonfiction film. Extrapolating to the other texts on the quotidien 

in this study, the “realism” of the depictions is a factor in drawing in empathetic readers 

and viewers, yet, in its success, effectively masks their imaginative and fabricated 

underpinnings, such as, here, the creation of personas for the student actors or of the 

school campus’ artificially enclosed environment.  

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Finally, despite differences between exterior and interior depictions of the urban 

quotidien, from Chacun cherche son chat and Dora Bruder to Entre les murs, the 

quotidien of these French urban stories unilaterally disrupts traditional power structures 

that have defined and held in place this spatial category. The characters of these texts, 

consequently, retain little or no ties to the location of their narratives, street or school. A 

brief discussion here of exterior and interior depictions helps conclude this chapter’s 

argument that in the search for autonomy over how one constructs their day, the 

characters’ volition for change is the same force that disperses them. However, it also 

illustrates a change in the intensity of negotiations of power; enclosed, the characters of 

Entre les murs must confront each other and rely on the mobility of language, rather than 

walking, to regularly “navigate” this urban space. In a curious, but telling coincidence, 

the students of Monsieur Marin’s class read and discuss, Anne Frank: The Diary of a 

Young Girl; similar to Dora Bruder, Anne Frank is an account of a quotidien under 

exceptional and dire circumstances, but takes place inside, away from the street and any 

chance of mobility.   



   

174 

For Chat and Dora Bruder, certain aspects of exteriors – la rue, street names – are 

of paramount importance because the characters are without a base; the changes they 

seek in their daily lives must, thus, unfold outdoors, searching either for the community 

of an “older” quotidien (Chat) or outlets (Dora Bruder). The mere act of walking, for 

example, grants the protagonists of these texts mobility unavailable to those of Entre les 

murs; Chloé and Dora Bruder’s narrator can freely navigate their neighborhoods to 

uncover earlier versions of the everyday, while establishing their own, and Dora uses her 

more limited mobility and knowledge of the city’s layout to temporarily evade 

authorities.  

Moreover, la rue serves as a makeshift “home” for these characters, displaced 

from their official homes by numerous roommates or unsafe conditions. Dora Bruder’s 

narrator is virtually homeless, never mentioning the start and end points of his day. 

Dervila Cooke’s essay, “Modiano et la flânerie,” accentuates this appropriation of street 

as “home” when she compares the experience of Modiano’s characters to that of 

Constatin Guys, Baudelaire’s “flâneur parfait,”122, pointing out that:  

Guys connaissait l’art d’“être hors de chez soi, et pourtant [de] se sentir partout 

chez soi.” Ce constat est problématique pour Modiano, car il n’ya jamais de vrai 

“chez soi” pour ses narrateurs. Toujours est-il que – en dépit de leur mélancolie 

et de leur angoisse – il se sentent davantage chez eux dans la rue que dans les 

appartements de “transit” et les hôtels qu’ils habitent. (241)  

                                                
122 Dervila Cooke, “Modiano et la flânerie.” Modiano ou les Intermittences de la mémoire. Ed. Anne-
Yvonne Julien. (Paris: Hermann Éditeurs, 2010) 241. 
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Guy knew the art of “being in public, yet feeling at home everywhere.” This 

statement is problematic for Modiano because there is no true “at home” for his 

characters. In spite of their melancholy and anguish, they always feel more at 

home in the street than in the temporary apartments and hotels where they live. 

For Chloé in Chat, her crowning moment occurs on the street: she realizes that “Bel 

Canto” will become a romantic interest and that she has found her place within the 

quotidien of this overlooked community. After Bel Canto drives away in his moving van, 

Chloé runs feverishly down the street, tracked through a medium close-up, side shot. 

Lefebvre’s remark that “Mille petits psychodrames et sociodrames se déroulent dans la 

rue, et d’abord les miens” (Introduction 100), encapsulates the anonymous, but personal 

nature of Chloé’s use of the street in this final scene.  

 The characters of the exterior depictions must also confront the constant 

transformation of their landscapes in their daily, personal use of the city. Unlike the farms 

(land, house, barn) of the rural quotidien, which are often inhabited by the same families 

for decades or centuries, or even the same walls of the school in Entre les murs, the 

exterior and interior sites of the city rotate constantly in “ownership” – who owns, rents, 

or patronizes them – as in the following account by Dora Bruder’s narrator:  

Je suis allé quelquefois au cinéma … à l’Ornano 43.  

J’ai appris plus tard que l’Ornano 43 était un très ancien cinéma. On l’avait 

reconstruit au cours des années trente, en lui donnant une allure de paquebot. Je 

suis retourné dans ces parages au mois de mai 1996. Un magasin a remplacé le 

cinéma. On traverse la rue Hermel et l’on arrive devant l’immeuble du 41 
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boulevard Ornano, l’adresse indiquée dans l’avis de recherche de Dora Bruder. 

(11) 

Occasionally I would go to one of the cinemas…to the Ornano 43.  

Later, I discovered that the Ornano 43 was a very old cinema. It had been rebuilt 

in the thirties, giving it the air of an ocean liner. I returned to the area in May 

1996. A shop had replaced the cinema. You cross the Rue Hermel and find 

yourself outside 41 Boulevard Ornano, the address given in the notice about the 

search for Dora Bruder. (Kilmartin 7) 

Though disorienting for the narrator, the constant metamorphosis of formerly frequented 

and inhabited places further motivates him to sift through this outward accretion; doing 

so revives memory of Dora and incites discussion of the roles individuals played during 

that period by examining war at the most local level. For example, he uncovers an earlier 

use of a contemporary highway to a city airport to remind its daily users of a forgotten 

past. In this example, Dora and others detainees were transferred by bus from Paris to 

Drancy, an internment camp, accompanied by police:  

Il suivit le chemin que l’on prend aujourd’hui pour aller à l’aéroport de Roissy. 

Plus de cinquante ans ont passé. On a construit une autoroute, rasé des pavillons, 

bouleversé le paysage de cette banlieue nord-est pour la rendre…aussi neutre et 

grise que possible. Mais sur le trajet vers l’aéroport, des plaques indicatrices 

bleues portent encore les noms anciens: DRANCY ou ROMAINVILLE. Et en 

bordure même de l’autoroute, du côté de la porte de Bagnolet, est échoué une 

épave qui date de ce temps-là, un hangar de bois, que l’on a oublié et sur lequel 

est inscrit ce nom bien visible: DUREMORD. (141-142)  
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It took the route that you follow today for the Roissy airport. More than fifty 

years have passed. By building a highway, razing houses to the ground, and 

transforming the landscape of this northeastern suburb, they have rendered it…as 

neutral and gray as possible. But the blue road signs on the road to the airport 

still bear the old names: DRANCY or ROMAINVILLE. And, stranded and 

forgotten on the shoulder of the highway, near the Porte de Bagnolet, there is an 

old wooden barn on which someone has painted this name, clearly visible: 

DUREMORD. (Kilmartin 117) 

In short, Modiano presents the altered city at its most banal level of religious and 

administrative buildings and routes to disorient his narrator, but also to challenge him to 

revive memory. In general, the “spaciousness” of urban exteriors permits acts and 

projects denied to interiors. 

 Reliance on coordinates, such as street names, and concerns for “home” become 

irrelevant for the filmed interior quotidien of Entre les murs. Rather, Cantet’s original 

intention to observe the interactions of 25 people over the course of a year materializes in 

an intense, daily environment with few signposts or room in which to circulate. On one 

level, Entre les murs can be read as an expression of the current entertainment appetite 

for observing people’s once-private lives, in the form of reality television, published 

fictional and non-fictional diaries, blogs, and social media. Its existence also resonates 

with Webber’s observation of recent films which “[view] urbanity, askance and in 

duration, combining inward and outward points of view” (4). As such, Entre les murs 

spends most of its time inside, yet constantly refers to the larger contexts of its culturally 

diverse student body and asks what it means to participate in “France” in the twenty-first 
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century. Now enclosed, the quotidien shifts its stage from la rue, thereby challenging 

Lefebvre’s exterior and urban quotidien as the sole emblem of contemporary life. 

Formerly caché, the interior and daily events of this school become a contemporary, 

public display of the dispersion of its members, formerly bound to school as collective 

place and to city as center, but now adrift.  

 In one of the early scenes of Entre les murs, teachers meet before the school year 

begins to receive their teaching assignments. During a round of introductions, a new 

teacher explains that he has been working in Saint Denis, a banlieue of Paris, and is 

“happy to be in the city now,” or within the périphérique. Despite being located in Paris 

“proper,” some reviewers of the film mistakenly situate it in the banlieues that this new 

teacher has gladly left. Conflating ethnically diverse students and a “troubled” school 

with assumptions of everyday life in the suburbs, one reviewer entitles his article, “The 

Class: the blackboard jungle in the banlieue” (MacInnes),123 while another refers to this 

“tough multi-ethnic school in the Parisian banlieux” (Bradshaw).124 Though erroneous, 

these references assist in the unraveling of notions on the quotidien in French urban 

“centers” and the promulgation of blurry lines. Chapter 3 treats the newer and 

increasingly populated spatial categories of the quotidien – edges, islands, and interstices 

– that reflect the shifts in where contemporary quotidiens occur. 

                                                
123 Paul MacInnes. “The Class: the blackboard jungle in the banlieue.” The Guardian. 17 June 2009. Web. 
124 Peter Bradshaw. “The Class.” The Guardian. 26 Feb 2009. Web.  
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CHAPTER THREE: The Quotidien of Edges 

Introduction 

In this chapter and Conclusion which follows, I study texts in which the depicted 

quotidien unfolds in spaces and places outside of the more traditional spatial categories of 

rural and urban and which blatantly assert a daily experience of instability, alienation, 

and anonymity. Indeed, the aging and often solitary farmers of Profils paysans confront 

uncertainty over who will assume their regular tasks and rhythms, and the students and 

teachers of Entre les murs co-exist on shifting grounds, yet the slow disintegration of the 

sites they inhabit have spawned newer ones, which are even more overtly anguish-ridden. 

Beyond providing a lens into this experience, the quotidien in these texts is the tool by 

which characters seek to escape their discomfort. In doing so, they contest the 

environments in which they, as “outsiders” to certain French social and economic power 

structures, find themselves.  

For this chapter, Edges, I study three versions of a day in a Paris suburb in Gérard 

Gavarry’s novel, Hop là! Un deux trois (2001). For my conclusion, Interstices, I analyze 

Walter Salles and Daniela Thomas’s short film, Loin du 16ème, a vignette from Paris, je 

t’aime (2006), which tracks the long morning commute of a baby-sitter to an affluent area 

of Paris. Here, I also discuss the everyday of an extended family and their new restaurant 

on the southern French island of Sète in Abdellatif Kechiche’s film, La Graine et le mulet 

(2007), and Allan-Paul Mallard’s L’Origine de la tendresse (1999) about a lonely 

Parisian museum guard. While I have labeled each text with terms (edges, interstices) 
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that superficially match their site, I emphasize that the terms are close in meaning for 

these texts; together, they connote the marginalization and isolation common to their 

depicted daily experiences, which the characters struggle to change through a new 

awareness of their respective quotidiens. A recent discursive interest in these sites, 

furthermore, complicates this spatial labeling of “marginal,” shifting them to an abstract 

“center” of consideration, discussed below.  

This chapter and the conclusion treat texts which have been following a natural 

progression of how the quotidien affects places and spaces since chapters 1 and 2. Again, 

the rendered quotidiens in the films and texts that I study have an effect on where they 

occur, either altering conventional categories or resisting newer ones: without clear 

replacements, older farmers and their traditional routines and historical associations with 

rural France or la France profonde face extinction; an increasingly diverse urban 

population challenges the hierarchy of urban power structures – here, a school – by daily 

asserting its identities; and in this chapter, a young man defies what he views as the 

submissiveness of the banlieue by modifying an ordinary errand (Hop là!). This 

movement continues in the texts of the conclusion in which a retired fisherman seeks to 

occupy a more central economic and cultural position by changing how he earns his daily 

wages (La Graine et le mulet), a mother/babysitter questions the sense of her daily 

trajectory from the place of her home to that of someone else (Loin du 16ème), and a 

museum guard must establish “place” existentially in her daily urban life (L’Origine). 

In addition, while spaces and places fade or come into view throughout this 

selection of texts, the quotidien as a display of change remains constant. This propensity 
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for variation, rather than for other possible qualities such as monotony or immobility, has 

been my focus for this dissertation; here, I recall several viewpoints espousing the 

everyday as a site for change before analyzing texts which render the quotidien as a form 

of “uprising” against the sites in which they occur. Gardiner alludes to the quotidien’s 

potential, embedded in activities that are taken for granted, to change the course of 

personal and collective events. In arguing for a more empirical approach to studying the 

everyday, he promises a better look at “the pluralistic, collective energies that constitute 

the minutiae of lived social relations, generate new forms of personal identity and express 

our corporeal needs and desires, and that might even denote a ‘new form of sedition’…” 

(Critiques 208).125 Similarly, Alice Kaplan and Kristin Ross, in their preface to Everyday 

Life (Yale French Studies), politicize the quotidien for its capacity to overturn the course 

of events: 

The quotidian is…the realm of routine, repetition, reiteration: the space/time 

where constraints and boredom are produced.…[And yet] the everyday harbors 

the possibility of its own transformation; it gives rise…to desires which cannot 

be satisfied within a weekly cycle of production/consumption. The Political…is 

hidden in the everyday, exactly where it is most obvious: in the contradictions of 

lived experience, in the most banal and repetitive gestures of everyday life – the 

commute, the errand, the appointment. It is in the midst of the utterly ordinary, in 

the space where the dominant relations of production are tirelessly and 

                                                
125 Gardiner quotes Michel Maffesoli. “Post-Modern Sociality.” Telos 85 1990: 89-92 (90, 92). 
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relentlessly reproduced, that we must look for utopian and political aspirations to 

crystallize.126  

Hop là! Un deux trois, the focus of this chapter, renders a quotidien able to overturn 

hierarchical structures, significantly set at the edges of Paris, with support from Gavarry’s 

energetic and subversive writing style.  

 

Hop là! Un deux trois 

Introduction 

Set in the suburbs due south of Paris – between Ris-Orangis, Evry, and Orly – 

Hop là! Un deux trois follows a day’s chain of events leading to the rape and murder of a 

supermarket manager by the son of a store cashier. Ti-Jus (the son) changes the course of 

an ordinary errand by committing extreme acts; enraged at the condescension displayed 

by Madame Fenerolo (manager of the local “SUMABA” supermarché, or “supermarket”) 

towards Bessie (his mother) who does alterations of her supervisor’s clothes after work, 

Ti-Jus attempts to not only overturn a perceived power structure, but also to revolt 

against the environs to which he feels relegated, the banlieues. The quotidien reflected 

here is again about power, and is harnessed in the most violent manner to effect change. 

 Gérard Gavarry relates three different versions of this particular day’s chain of 

events, divided accordingly into three chapters, and told from different points of view 

within each chapter. The versions differ in which events are related and emphasized, such 

                                                
126 “Everyday Life,” Yale French Studies, 3. 
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as the morning and evening rush hour, supermarket happenings, Ti-Jus’s outings with 

friends near the Gare de Lyon, on RER commuter train,127 and at a bowling alley bar, and 

his family’s routines at home, and lastly, Ti-Jus’s fatal encounter with Madame Fenerolo.  

By rewriting the day in this manner, Gavarry immediately suggests its propensity for 

dissection and replay, away from the everyday as a fixed set of repetitions, separated by 

day and night.  

The versions also differ according to the “rhetorical tools” Gavarry uses to 

transform and expose the realities of the Paris suburbs.128 The first chapter, “Le cocotier” 

(“the coconut palm”), exoticizes the suburbs with allusions to tropical and jungle-like 

sites; the second chapter, “Le cargo” (“the cargo ship”), renders the banlieues in nautical 

terms, in proximity to ocean expanses, and preoccupied with water and intermittent 

déluges, or downpours; and the third chapter, “Le Centaure” (“the Centaur”), 

mythologizes the protagonists and their actions, exaggerating the import of their strength 

and weaknesses. Warren Motte, one of Gavarry’s most fervent chroniclers, explains yet 

another layer of the text’s trajectory and various metaphorical settings when he notes that 

“the narrative archetype…Gavarry appeals to is the biblical account of Judith’s seduction 

                                                
127 RER is the acronym for “Réseau express regional,” a train system serving the Île-de-France, or region 
surrounding Paris. 
128 Warren Motte. Fiction Now: The French Novel in the Twenty-First Century. (Champaign: Dalkey 
Archive Press, 2008) 130. Quote originally appears in Gérard Gavarry’s Façon d’un roman, ou comment 
d'après Le Livre de Judith j'ai inventé une histoire de banlieue, et à l'aide du cocotier, du cargo, du 
centaure, écrit trois fois Hop là! (Paris: POL, 2004) 13-14. 
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and decapitation of Holofernes” (112).129 While only loosely based on the account, Hop 

là! nonetheless,  

wagers on the notion of a besieged people, though this time the siege is laid not 

by a foreign power, but by another social class. Like the Book of Judith, 

Gavarry’s novel investigates the nature of violence, a violence all the more 

insidious granted that it is not generally recognized as such, having become 

largely banalized and “normative”; then Gavarry studies an individual act of 

violence, as a response to the former. (Motte 114) 

My intention here is to demonstrate how Gavarry harnesses the unlikely quotidien – how 

one constructs a day, but moreover, how one alters routines – to radically upset the status 

quo of the banlieue, as a site of both internal hierarchies and external ones with relation 

to spatial categories (center versus margins).   

 My focus for Hop là! parallels, but is also separate from, much of its critical 

attention, which has emphasized Gavarry’s novel use of language, most notably the 

invented and often unintelligible slang used by Ti-Jus and his peers. Jean-Claude Lebrun, 

for example, explains Gavarry’s original presentation of the banlieue effected by such 

language, pointing to, “Des lexiques, des systèmes métaphoriques, déplacés de leur 

usage, pour produire un effet contradictoire de reconnaissance et d'étrangeté, et parvenir à 

                                                
129 One version of the story is as follows: “During a siege of the otherwise unknown Jewish city of 
Bethulia, the beautiful widow Judith is determined to save her people by assassinating the Assyrians' 
general, Holofernes. She acted as if she was forced to flee the city with her maid, reached his camp, and 
encouraged him to believe that victory would soon be his. Holofernes invited her into his tent for an 
evening banquet, intending to seduce her; instead, Judith waited until he fell into a drunken sleep, grabbed 
his sword, and cut off his head, bringing it in a sack to Bethulia. The Hebrew defenders mounted the head 
on the town's ramparts and soon routed the leaderless Assyrian troops.” (“Judith: A Chanukah Heroine.” 
Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Campus Life. n.d. Web.) 
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faire ressortir ce que l'auteur désigne comme la ‘vérité banlieue’”130 (“Lexicons, 

metaphor systems, displaced by their use to produce a contradictory effect of familiarity 

and strangeness, and to succeed at revealing what the author designates as the “reality of 

the suburbs”).  While I do not focus on language, I similarly treat an overlooked 

dimension of everyday life – how one constructs a day – rendered here in a radical 

fashion so as to attract the reader’s attention. My interest in the text’s consideration of 

daily and local (read “small”) events firmly situates it with other contemporary works on 

the quotidien.  

First, remaining temporally within the window of a single day, the narrative 

establishes its raison d’être – the refusal to submit to categorization – through the varied 

presentation of one day over three chapters. While scenes vary between chapters and 

occur at different times throughout the day (morning and evening commutes, Ti-Jus’s 

outings with friends, life at SUMABA), the core events of the day remain the same: after 

work has ended, Bessie, a SUMABA cashier, asks Ti-Jus, her son, to deliver the clothes 

that she has altered for Madame Fenerolo. When assembled, the day is a composite of 

events foretelling the same symbolic end – the implied rape and murder of Fenerolo by 

Ti-Jus in her apartment – in a heightened manner so that throughout, as Jean-Claude 

Lebrun remarks, “une sensation de panique, de fatalité en marche, à vous couper le 

souffle”131 (“a sense of panic, of fatality underway, able to take your breath away”). Hop 

là! also raises the banal to the epic by magnifying ordinary and regular processes 

                                                
130 Jean-Claude Lebrun. “Dans la fabrique.” L'Humanité. May 22 2003. 
131 Lebrun. “La spirale de l'inhumain.” L'Humanité. March 22 2001. 27 March 2013. Web. 
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(commutes, work, shopping, food deliveries), spaces (an RER commuter train, a 

supermarket parking lot, homes), and “everyday” people (security guards, cashiers, 

managers, traffic controllers).  

Linking these qualities of the quotidien with spatial considerations, Gavarry’s 

project of casting the banlieue in different lights (tropical, nautical, mythical) does not 

change the course of the day’s events, but temporarily elevates this site from its ordinary 

position. Of this structure, Isabelle Martin writes, “quant au cocotier, au cargo et au 

Centaure, l'auteur s'en sert comme d'outils sémantiques pour conférer à sa narration … un 

effet de réalité dépassant l'anecdote”132 (“as for the coconut palm, cargo ship, and 

Centaur, the author uses an aspect of reality which goes beyond anecdote as a semantic 

tool for his narration”). Gavarry suggests that, like the quotidien, spaces and places can 

be transformed, and that one’s vision of both should never be fixed. For example, 

Gavarry’s banlieue still projects a grayness for this edge of the city, but vast expanses of 

neglected land are transformed into vistas of ocean or plain which swallow up their 

inhabitants. He also creates an alterity for the banlieue by exoticizing it (Le cocotier) and 

casting it adrift  (Le cargo). In addition, as a backdrop to the mythology of this day’s 

events (Le Centaure), this depicted banlieue is epic and fantastic, as well as unreal. In 

short, Gavarry renders the “where” of this everyday as fluid, unstable, and “other” 

through its various metamorphoses, both grounds for Ti-Jus’s seizure of the quotidien to 

effect change and the target of such change. 

                                                
132 Isabelle Martin. “La banlieue, triplement fatale,” Le Temps. Genève, 7 June 2003.  
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 Hop là!, like the spatial category of “edges” it seeks to redefine via a change to 

one’s day, fatal at that, is hard to classify because of its hybrid nature, characteristic of 

texts employing the quotidien. Gavarry personally eschews categorizations; born in Paris, 

he spent his early years with family in West Africa and describes himself as “Ni Noir ni 

métis ni Blanc mais simultanément Blanc et Noir”133 (“Neither Black nor mixed nor 

White but White and Black simultaneously”). In relation to his earlier works, Hop là! 

appeared “comme un choc” (Lebrun “La spirale”) (“like a shock”) for its non-linear 

structure; its resulting circularity, however, is conducive to studying – and piecing 

together – the everyday from different angles: 

Un bon vieux roman linéaire, factuel, d'une écriture tendue, pouvait certainement 

s'engendrer à partir d'un tel fait divers [du viol et du meurtre]. Mais l'on en 

subodore aussitôt la limite: le sujet, travaillé de cette manière, ne fait au mieux 

que porter témoignage d'une quotidienneté; il n'ouvre sur aucun horizon, ne met 

en branle aucune résonance susceptible de l'inscrire dans un plus vaste réseau de 

suggestions. (Lebrun Dans la fabrique) 

A good, classic, linear novel, factual and of a gentle writing style, could certainly 

begin from such a news item [rape and murder]. But the limit of this is quickly 

reached: the subject matter, handled in this way, does nothing more than bear 

evidence of an everydayness; no horizon is opened, no hint of being able to 

situate it within a larger network of possibilities exists.  

Motte situates Hop là!’s novel structure (non-linear, repetitive) and subject matter 

(French banlieues) – presented through the lens of the everyday – with the experimental 

                                                
133 “Biographie” (G. Gavarry). P.O.L. 27 March 2013. Web. 
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work of a post-nouveau roman literary climate. Reacting to the concomitant waning 

interest in the genre, and the perceptions of the “narrative in crisis” and “death of the 

novel” (10), writers “sought to find narrative appeal in places traditionally spurned as 

being devoid of interest, sites such as the apparently banal fabric of daily life” (10). As 

Motte emphasizes, Gavarry argues for the variability of both the novel, “a privileged site 

of transformation” (117), by rescuing it from its apparent decline, and the quotidien by 

assigning it a  malleable, prism-like structure: “…[Gavarry] suggests that there are many 

ways of looking at quotidian life, and that in certain cases the apparently limpid surface 

of ordinary things conceals depths that may be, upon examination, far more exotic than 

we may have expected” (117). 

 Finally, I briefly situate my analysis of Hop là within the larger critical discussion 

of the French banlieue to underline its significance as a text. Tensions arising from the 

stagnation of Gavarry’s rendered quotidien, as discussed later, motivate Ti-Jus’s decision 

to appropriate the everyday as one of the few tools available for change – change for his 

family, but moreover, that which will move them from the marginal and unstable spatial 

category of “edges.” While Hop là is part of a trend of current works commenting on life 

in this particular place/space, it also seeks its transformation, or ultimately, eradication. 

As Motte remarks, “The image of the banlieue that Gavarry sketches in the opening 

pages of Hop là is that of a flattened landscape, inhabited by people who are likewise 

flattened, in a sense, by the weight of their worries and daily routines. It is a recognizable 

landscape, until Gavarry transforms it into something entirely other…” (116). 
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Recent critical attention on the French city has focused on what it has spawned, 

notably the banlieues, on the peripheries of the city centers, and the newer forms of 

communities (the peri-urban, extra-urban, etc.), which radiate outwards. In short, the 

“marginal” or “marginalized” city perimeters and the opposite pole of the rural are now 

claiming a discursive center. Recent research by Margaret Atack and Kristen Ross is 

emblematic of this shift in spatial perceptions. Atack explains the phenomenon’s history:  

Offering an assessment of the changing nature of France by focusing on the 

transformations beyond the city has been an important strand in post-war French 

writing, particularly in the social sciences in the 1950s and 1960s. These were the 

years of the rapid industrialization and modernization of many aspects of France, 

as well as the years of colonial and political crisis, and the study of France itself 

assumed major importance. (446) 

Atack’s article on François Maspero’s Les Passagers du Roissy-Express (1990), a travel 

journal aboard a Parisian RER train line, identifies the text’s attempt to wrestle attention 

and legitimacy from the city. She writes:  

By its location in the suburbs, [Les Passagers] seeks to overturn the traditional 

opposition between Paris and its periphery, marginalizing the ‘centre’ which is 

not at the center of the narrative.…[Marc] Augé notes the fact that, as the metro 

moves out to the suburbs, the station names gradually lose their historical weight, 

and become geographical. [Augé 1986, 38]. It is the centre and its monuments, 

its streets, its metro stations commemorating battles and dates, which are the 

lieux de mémoire of the Republican nation. The logic of Les Passagers is to 

reverse this, to write a banlieue into history and national identity. (443) 
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When the urban quotidien is recorded now, especially that of its perimeters, it is not 

wholly positive, reflecting the often anonymous and harsh aspects of modern city life, as 

well as historical inequities, all evident in Hop là.  

Kristin Ross, in her chapter, “French Quotidian,” also addresses the shift in focus 

from the city to its outskirts, by virtue of the city center’s “implosion” in the late 

twentieth century:  

The most important spatial contradiction of the 1980s and 1990s could be traced 

in the deterioration of urban life that accompanied the accelerated urbanization of 

society. For the urban in contemporary France and elsewhere is no longer the 

nineteenth-century city-monster defined in opposition to village or rural life, but 

rather the ghost of that city, what hovers along at its outskirts. (28) 

Crang and Thrift adopt a similar long view of the banlieue’s development, which has 

been consistently marginal and “other,” mentioned earlier, adding that, “These marginal 

sites, of motion held in place, have become increasingly emblematic in both theory and 

art” (15). Such literary works and films include, since the mid-nineties, novels by Lydie 

Salvayre (Les Belles âmes, 2000) and Faïza Guène (Kiffe Kiffe demain, 2004), and films 

by Mathieu Kassovitz (La Haine, 1995) and Christophe Ruggia (Le Gone du Chaâba, 

1998). In short, texts on the everyday in urban settings, namely its outskirts here, reflect a 

splintering of meaning for the urban as a spatial category because they actively expose, 

juxtapose, and blend quotidiens separated by time (the past surfacing in the present) and 

place. This latter variable manifests as the “migration” of other places and spaces to 
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metropolitan France, remains and outcrops of the rural in the city, and transience as a 

space.  

 

Analysis 

Ti-Jus, under the pretense of conducting a commonplace errand for his mother, 

appropriates the unassuming domain of the quotidien to express his revulsion for the 

physical and metaphysical spaces he inhabits. Similar to those of the city “center,” this 

conflict revolves around power inequities, here superficially between Madame Fenerolo 

and Ti-Jus’s family (manager vs. employee), but more precisely between the rendered 

system into which Ti-Jus and family have entered – la France – and his own perceived 

and actual location within it. Gavarry’s thematic transformations of the banlieue – as 

coconut palm, cargo ship, and centaurian myth – support the notion that the quotidien is 

not only malleable, but can be manipulated for political ends. I discuss this process below 

with descriptions of the quotidien unique to this banlieue; through their accumulation and 

detail, they heighten Ti-Jus’s “refus” (“refusal”) of this everyday, suggestively linked by 

Gavarry to its spatial location. 

Recurring, but varied scenes of daily traffic congestion, morning routines, and the 

SUMABA supermarket where Bessie and Madame Fenerolo work are fraught an uneasy 

banality, foretelling the violence which attempts to force its end. Throughout, Gavarry 

approaches these situations and environments via bird’s-eye views of this region just 

south of Paris to characterize it as a whole, but also pinpoint sites of tension he will 

elaborate, as illustrated below:  
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…comme feraient des astres neufs sur fond de chaos primordial, de l’obscurité 

charbonneuse et rousse du soir francilien se détachent le SUMABA à Bagneux 

ainsi que la résidence du Vallon et la cité Mermoz à Ris-Orangis,…l’aéroport 

d’Orly, la commune de Juvisy avec la gare dans laquelle le Paris Corbeil fait en 

ce moment son entrée et l’avenue où s’est engagée l’Opel gris métallisé de 

Madame Fenerolo. Sur le toit-terrasse du Centre de Régulation Routière, deux 

radars tournent lentement.…À Orly, un avion est sur le point d’atterrir, un autre 

vient de décoller.134  

… as new stars would do against the primeval chaos, the SUMABA in Bagneux 

stood out of the coal-black and russet Île-de-France night, as did the Vallon 

Apartments and the Mermos Housing Project in Ris-Orangis,…Orly Airport,  the 

town of Juvisy with the station where the Paris-Corbeil [train] is currently 

arriving, and the avenue where Madame Fenerolo’s metallic gray Opel has just 

turned. On the terraced rooftop of Traffic Watch Central, two radar antennaie 

slowly rotate. Fifteen kilometers away, in front of SUMABA, a security guard in 

a tracksuit has stepped into the parking lot, preceded at a distance by a watchdog 

just let off its leash. At Orly, a plane is about to land, another about to take off. 

(28)135 

Referring to an earlier passage that similarly zooms from large to small – the traffic 

controllers’ view of transportation flows and problems in the area – Motte writes, “This is 

the banlieue seen from above, in long focus as it were, surveyed through a Foucaultian 

panopticon. The perspective, then, is that of power” (115). Gavarry, thus, continually 
                                                
134 Gérard Gavarry. Hop là! Un deux trois. (Paris: P.O.L., 2001) 44.  
135 All translations of Hop là are from Gérard Gavarry. Hoppla! 1 2 3. Trans. Jane Kuntz (Champaign: 
Dalkey Archive Press, 2009). 
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informs us of this banlieue’s layout, but, moreover, implies that it is under surveillance, 

such as that of the “treize contrôleurs de service, chacun assis devant son écran, son 

clavier, son micro, et tournés tous vers les trente mètres carrés muraux d’une Île-de-

France au vingt-millième” (12) (“… thirteen controllers on duty, each seated in front of a 

screen, a keyboard, a mike, and all facing the thirty-square-meter map of Île de France at 

one twenty-thousandth scale”; 5). The usually overlooked phenomena of traffic, the 

supermarket, and people’s homes are, essentially, expressions of power inequities that 

inspire their eradication.  

 The daily commute consumes a large part of this depicted day. It is not only 

tiresome and often nightmarish in its complications, but moreover, an unpleasant non-

lieu; drivers must occupy this sluggish interstice between the places of work and home. 

After an accident,  

Par milliers cependant, les autoradios prévenaient les auditeurs de n’avoir guère à 

compter là-dessus. Ils leur recommandaient la patience, compatissaient – 

“Vraiment pas de chance, en banlieue sud.” Ils proposaient des chansons 

bariolées et solaires pour tromper l’énervement, l’ennui, la torpeur qui résultait 

d’une journée de travail et que les embouteillages redoublaient. (15)  

And yet, by the thousands, car radios were making it clear that none of this was 

going to happen any time soon. The broadcasters counseled patience, 

sympathized: “Well, it looks like a real mess out there in the south suburbs.” 

They played sunny, cheerful music to stave off the aggravation, the boredom, the 

inertia that sets in after a day on the job exacerbated by a traffic jam. (7) 
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Furthermore, this daily ritual of interstitial movement is symptomatic of the banlieue’s  

chronic existential ailments: “Ou bien: demain comme aujourd’hui l’Île-de-France 

grelottera, toussera, éternuera, souffrira de ses rhumatismes” (19) (“And: tomorrow, like 

today, Île-de-France will shiver, cough, sneeze, and ache all over”; 11). The daily 

experience of traffic also symbolizes the limited socio-economic mobility Gavarry 

associates with the banlieue, so that notion of release from the routine of this “mire” is 

fleeting: 

… et revenu aux seuls ronflements alternés de l’inertie ou de la mise en branle, 

luisant de pluie, et nimbé des fumes que le metal brûlant lâchait continûment 

dans le froid, le long cortège des carrosseries paraissait résigné à une migration 

sans fin sous le ciel roussâtre et dégoulinant de la banlieue (176).  

Reduced once again to rumbling engines, alternatively idling or gearing up, 

gleaming with rain, haloed in fumes and the steam released continuously by their 

hot metal into the cold air, the long cortege of vehicles seemed resigned to an 

endless migration under the russet, rain-soaked, suburban sky. (119) 

Gavarry creates the literal stop-and-go motion of this traffic jam through a system of 

contrasts, which, again, reinforces the general condition for those living in the banlieue of 

being uncomfortably “stuck” between inertia and freedom: resigned to a process without 

end, cars glisten with rain and are swathed in fumes, their metal hot in the cold of the 

day, under a “wounded” sky.  

As the “display of change” within this quotidien, only Ti-Jus can disrupt routines 

such as car or train commutes. A scene aboard an initially calm and routine RER 

commute is emblematic of the fear associated with radical change. This particular train 
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ride from Paris’ Gare de Lyon begins as passengers not only anticipate a normal 

departure, but rest immune from upset routines:  

Les voyageurs somnolent, regardent par la fenêtre ou lisent, bavardent par 

couples, par groupes. Tous, ou presque tous ont la tranquillité des gens qui se 

sentient à l’abri des imprévus, confiants qu’ils sont dans cet avenir imminent qui 

s’accomplira sans qu’eux-mêmes aient le moins du monde à agir. (26) 

The passengers are dozing, looking out the window or reading, chatting in twos, 

in groups. Nearly everyone displays the serenity of people who feel sheltered 

from the unexpected, secure in belonging to an imminent future that will unfold 

without their having to move a muscle. (16) 

However, just at departure time, Ti-Jus and his friends arrive and overwhelm “le dix-neuf 

heures vingt et une pour Corbeil-Essonnes via Ris-Orangis” (26) (“the seven twenty-one 

bound for Corbeil-Essonnes via Ris-Orangis”; 16). Gavarry employs synecdoches – 

voice, legs, feet, etc. – to accentuate the enormity of the “smaller” nervous gestures of the 

passengers:  

…lorsque retentissent, brouillées autant qu’amplifiées par les lointains couloirs du 

niveau -1, des voix juveniles qui entrecoupent de hurlements leur déjà très 

tumultueuse progression. À l’intérieur du Paris Corbeil, succède à l’attente passive 

un mélange de surprise, d’inquiétude et de curiosité. Ce sont des jambes qu’on 

décroise, des pieds ramenés dessous soi ou encore des fessiers qui s’agitent, à la 

recherche d’une meilleure assiette. (27) 

…voices resound, both distorted and amplified by the faraway corridors of Level-

1: youthful voices whose whoops and shouts punctuate their already lively 
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forward motion. Inside the Paris-Corbeil train, the mood shifts from passive 

expectation to a mixture of surprise, anxiety, and curiosity. Legs cross and 

uncross, feet slip underneath seats, buttocks squirm in search of a sweeter spot.  

(16-17) 

This scene is typical of others throughout the novel which “disembodies” characters to 

relate their moods, which, furthermore, foretells Ti-Jus’s final and brutal physical act.  

Gavarry renders change, via Ti-Jus’s disruption of this relatively calm 

commuters’ routine, as an onslaught of discord and malevolence, here in the form of 

noise:  

De seconde en seconde plus inquiets, les regards fixent les escaliers par où depuis 

la salle d’échanges on accede au quai. Sans doute, les jeunes qui approchent sont 

ivres. Fous furieux, peut-être. Et même s’il arrive que les cris deviennent éclats 

de rire, ceux qui de loin les entendent ont peine à croire que leurs auteurs 

s’amusent plutôt qu’ils ne s’entre-tuent, tant est sauvage la clameur qui d’instant 

à l’autre va débouler sur le quai A pour envahir le train de vingt et une. (28)  

More anxious with each passing second, all eyes are on the stairs that lead from 

the upstairs gallery to the platform. The approaching youths are undoubtedly 

drunk. Perhaps completely out of their minds. And even though the shouts 

sometimes melt into bursts of laughter, it takes no small effort for the passengers, 

hearing these sounds from afar, to force themselves to believe  that the authors of 

this mayhem are only having fun, and not murdering one another—so raucous is 

the pandemonium that will be tumbling onto Platform A, any second now, to take 

the seven tweny-one train by storm. (17)  
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In addition to creating such an acoustically ominous environment, which is typical of the 

entire text, Gavarry uses gestures symbolically to convey a “halt” to a particular 

quotidien, here the commute. Once Ti-Jus and friends arrive at the train, they physically 

block the doors from closing to delay its departure:  

Au bas de l’escalier, surgissent alors quatre grands adolescents qui courent tout 

en vociférant, et qui aussitôt se dispersent pour s’engouffrer dans le wagon de 

queue. L’un deux, s’arrêtant net, bloque de tout son flanc la portière qui 

commençait de coulisser. Un autre fait de même avec la portière voisine. (28) 

Then, at the foot of the stairs, four boys in their late teens emerge and make a run 

for it, shouting, only to disperse and then converge onto the last car. One of them, 

coming to a halt, blocks open the sliding doors that are about to close. (17) 

Even though the train eventually leaves, the threat to its predictability – posed by Ti-Jus 

and friends – continues; its formerly confident passengers must now co-exist with the 

discomfort of change:  

Maintenant, les autres passagers tiennent moins de place. Ils sont aussi moins 

individués, soudés par l’hostilité peureuse que leur inspirent ces garçons 

tapageurs avec qui ils vont devoir voyager, et dont à aucun moment ils ne sauront 

quelle idée va les traverser, quelle action ils vont improviser, ni si leur prochain 

geste sera bref et brutal, ou ample et encombrant… (29) 

At present, the other passengers are taking up less room in the compartment. 

They are also less individualized, bound together now by the fearful hostility 

they feel toward these unruly youths they’re being forced to ride with, having no 

idea what lunatic notion might now come into their heads, what new stunt they 
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might improvise, whether their next move will be swift, precise, and brutal, or 

slow, expansive, and awkward. (18) 

However discomforting, change to the quotidien – related to the status quo of this 

space/place – must be delivered violently, per Gavarry, to be effective.  

At the end of this short chapter, Gavarry forces the once comfortable, routinized 

passengers to yield to the realities of travelling towards the edges, here the banlieues of 

Paris, and at the same time, interstitially, isolated on a train; both spaces guarantee 

instability. Gavarry intensifies this fearful movement by positioning it within a landscape 

with few répères (“markers”):  

…pour échapper à l’introspection non moins que pour fuir la menace extérieure, 

maints regards se tournent vers les vitres embuées qui les isolent du froid et les 

séparent du monde sédentaire. Ils se raccrochent aux reflets polychromes qui s’y 

dessinent, mêlées à la nuée grise, homogène, vaguement incandescente, en quoi 

l’éclairage urbain transforme la nuit, et par leur propre constance ils pallient la 

discontinuité des images qui défilent. (31) 

…as much to escape such introspection as to flee the outward threat, many a gaze 

is turning toward the steamed-up windows that serve to isolate them from the 

cold outside and seal them off from the sedentary world. These gazes cling to the 

polychrome reflections that blend into the uniformly gray, vaguely incandescent 

cloudscape—the effect of urban lighting on the night—mitigating, via their own 

consistency, the inconsistency of the images streaming past. (19) 

During this uncomfortable ride, passengers choose to shelter themselves, ironically, in the 

interstitial space of gazing out the train window, avoiding both contemplation and Ti-
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Jus’s presence on the train. This new and increasingly contemporary space – essentially a 

quotidien intersecting with a spatial “edge” – is marked by changes in the shapes and 

colors of light, as it moves through a nondescript and incohesive environment. 

The morning, like daily traffic, is itself a routine process of stagnation to which 

Gavarry draws our attention. Again, by presenting it as an accumulation of seemingly 

disparate and unsettling actions, Gavarry builds tension towards Ti-Jus’s ultimate attempt 

to rescue his fellow banlieusards from inertia. Part Two (Le Cargo), for example, begins 

with a detailed description of how the morning unfolds in the banlieue; no matter what its 

residents do to “illuminate” the dark morning, read as the exhaustion of established 

routine, they cannot overcome by themselves:  

…au lieu que se manifeste aucun signe avant-coureur d’une journée nouvelle, la 

nuit en grande banlieue s’approfondit. Tout absolument se tait. Rien ne bouge 

plus. La brume nocturne détrempe les éclairages suburbains, établissant partout le 

même stagnant élément gris et glacé en quoi se confondent ciel et terre, et au sein 

duquel édifices, dormeurs ou végétaux ont disparu. (83)  

…no harbinger of a dawn emerges, but instead there is a deepening of night in 

the outlying suburbs. Not a sound to be heard. Nothing stirring. The nocturnal 

fog soaks the suburban lamplight, so that everywhere the same stagnant icy gray 

medium reigns, where earth and sky mingle, engulfing structures, sleepers, and 

vegetation alike. (57) 

After the exceptional noise of a passing plane or truck fades, “le silence [pèse] plus lourd 

sur le monde en panne” (84) (“its fading echo leaves a more leaden silence behind in the 

failed world”; 57). In this banlieue which “wakes up” broken, those in power, such as 
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Madame Fenerolo, remain oblivious to the grayness, while its residents painstakingly try 

to escape its hold:  

…il semble que seule pourra jamais ranimer l’espace et mettre fin au suspens du 

temps la violence d’un soudain cataclysme. Or l’événement se produit lentement, 

progressivement, comme au prix de l’effort suprême et prolongé de toutes choses 

pour s’arracher à l’inertie. (84) 

…it would seem that the only event capable of reviving space and lifting the 

suspension of time is a sudden, violent catastrophe. Instead, the event in question 

occurs slowly, gradually, as do all incidents requiring so supremely protracted an 

effort to wrench themselves free from inertia. (57) 

Next, Gavarry again focuses on networks of seemingly disparate “small” events to 

suggest a universality for the morning routine of the banlieue, marked by light and sound. 

In spite of its “strength in numbers” aspect, the routine of stirring does not overcome the 

dark sky hanging over the region; in short, the banlieusards cannot affect the inertia of 

this space/place of their own volition: 

Unique entre des milliers qui demeurent éteintes en Île-de-France, une fenêtre 

s’est éclairée à un étage d’immeuble. À quinze kilometers de là, un réveil sonne. 

Ailleurs une porte grince, ou claque, ou des tôles bruissent un moment avant que 

ne retombe le silence. Un nouveau réveil sonne. Le rougeoiement d’une cigarette 

à Joinville-le-Pont répond à celui d’un brasero qu’on attise dans le froid d’un 

terrain vague proche le Carrefour Pompadour. Une autre fenêtre s’éclaire, tandis 

que dans un virage, à Rocquencourt, une suite de trois panneaux publicitaires est 

balayée par les phares blancs d’une camionnette… Toutefois, mouvement, 
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lumière ou son, chaque perturbation est infime; et quoique au fil des minutes s’en 

accroissent la fréquence et le nombre, encore cela ne fait-il qu’altérer à peine la 

masse énorme et comme inébranlable de la nuit francilienne. (84) 

Alone among thousands of dark windows in Île-de-France, one on an upper floor 

of an apartment building lights up. Fifteen kilometers away, an alarm clock goes 

off. Elsewhere, a gate creaks, or slams, sheet metal humming a moment before 

silence reigns once more. Another alarm clock sounds. The red glow of a 

cigarette in Joinville-le-Pont responds to that of a brazier being stoked in the chill 

of a vacant lot somewhere near Pompadour Crossing. Another window lights up, 

while the headlights of a pickup truck sweep three billboards at a bend in the 

orad in Rocquencourt…yet, whether movement, light, or sound, each disturbance 

is infinitesimal; and although, with each passing minute, their number and 

frequency increase, they still hardly make a dent in the vast, almost solid, Île-de-

France night. (57-58) 

Eventually, such an accumulation of the “small” and overlooked events of a day will 

effectively create the tumult actively and subconsciously desired by Gavarry’s rendered 

banlieusards, again via Ti-Jus’s decision to eradicate the powers-that-be, symbolized by 

Madame Fenerolo.  

In this particular scene, still the opening to Le Cargo, the array and quantity of 

individual actions are described in nautical terms, so that this “sea of waves” without 

direction reiterates the daily lateral and unstable movement of Gavarry’s depicted 

banlieue. Gavarry stays within this semantic field of water throughout this chapter 
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to further convey the constant instabilities, oppositions, and fixities, such as the dismal 

atmospheric conditions, of the banlieue. In the passage below, this daily place/space is a 

maelstrom of traffic, emergency, and noise: 

…les déplacements de quelques véhicules de secours soulèvent-ils de loin en loin 

un ondoiement particulier, dont la crête projette autour d’elle des éclats de sirène 

et de gyrophare. Puis, comme sous la poussée respective de deux soufflés 

contraires, l’encombrement s’éloigne, concentré de plus en plus aux abords de 

Paris, éparpillé côté province, cependant qu’insensiblement la nuit laisse place à 

un jour pâle, conforme aux previsions météo de la veille et déjà semblable à ce 

que, sans variation, il continuera d’être jusqu’au soir. (85-86) 

… the movements of a few emergency vehicles set off a rippling motion at 

certain intervals, climaxing in a burst of sirens and rotating lights. Then, as 

through driven by the force of two opposing gusts of air, the congestions 

dissolve, become increasingly concentrated on the outskirts of Paris, scattered 

around the provincial eges, while the night gradually gives way to an overcast 

day, as foretold in the previous evening’s weather report, looking much the same 

now as it will throughout the rest of the day, and until nightfall, unchanging. (58-

59) 

Gavarry intimates that it is difficult to “free” oneself from these sets of forces, which, like 

the quotidien of this rendered banlieue, push and pull on everything in their paths. It is 

the noise of the “sea” (of trains, helicopters, planes, cars) that ultimately awakens this 

location, rather than its residents of their own volition: 
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Il faut attendre les premiers avions en manoeuvre d’approche dans les cieux 

invisibles de Roissy ou d’Orly, puis les premiers trains, les premiers hélicoptères 

du Centre de Régulation Routière, et qu’avec eux fasse chorus le crescendo 

naissant de la rumeur automobile, pour que se dissocient peu à peu espace 

atmosphérique et plan terrestre, et qu’enfin ce dernier, sur lequel ne point encore 

nulle aube, commence à remuer en une lente et ample palpitation. (84-85) 

One has to wait  for the first planes to begin their approach maneuvers in the 

invisible skies over Roissy or Orly, then the first trains, the first Traffic Watch 

helicopters, and, joining the chorus, the roaring crescendo of automobile traffic, 

in order for the atmospheric space to grow slowly distinct from terra firma, and 

for the land, though as yet untouched by any hint of dawn, to begin stirring in its 

usual slow, copious palpitation. (58) 

I reiterate here that Gavarry’s emphasis on the lack of light, or clarity, reinforces the 

notion of the banlieusards’ inertia.  

In addition to traffic and the morning hours, work is another component of 

Gavarry’s depicted quotidien. Represented here by the SUMABA supermarché in all of 

its banality, it is a site of mounting tensions seeking an outlet, or change. First, 

paradoxically, SUMABA’s very banality – for good or bad – concretizes it as a place, a 

site with meaning; its clients and employees have expectations of what will happen there 

and how the store’s routines will operate. For some, SUMABA is even a place of 

promise. However, SUMABA, like the quotidien of this rendered unstable banlieue, is 

ephemeral. Two distinct passages illustrate these dichotomies.  
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Chapter 2 of Le Cargo contrasts the “guarantee,” or stability, of SUMABA with 

both ephemerality and unanticipated, but welcome change, via a delivery truck’s eventual 

arrival. In the following passage, Gavarry again relies on the trope of light to convey 

these nuances, contrasted with the durable: light is dirty, faded, and grey through which 

only reflections of animate and inanimate objects are possible, set against a background 

of rock and metal: 

Baignés par la lumière orangée que pâlissaient et salissaient à la fois l’aube grise 

et l’éclairage cru de la route de Fontenay, homme et chien se reflétaient dans les 

portes vitrées du supermarché, pris dans le même glacis où luisaient, tous 

semblablement délestés de leur substance, au premier plan les caddies rangés 

sous l’auvent de béton, derrière les caddies les réverbères balisant l’aire de 

stationnement, et, tout au fond, les cinq, six camionnettes SUMABA adossés au 

grillage ouest. (90-91) 

Bathed in the orangey light that the gray dawn and raw highway glare manage 

both to bleach and sully, man and dog [night watchman and guard dog] are 

reflected in the plateglass doors of the supermarket: caught in the same gleaming 

transparency, and as bereft of their physical substance as the shopping carts that 

shine in the foreground beneath their concrete canopy, the lampposts staked into 

the parking-lot blacktop, and, all the way in the background, the five or six 

SUMABA delivery vans parked by the western fence. (62) 

Gavarry focuses on the very ordinary to construct this mise-en-scène, in which its 

contents are rendered both impermanent (a store employee, shopping carts) and fixed 
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(lampposts, the parking lot, and parked delivery vans), reflecting both the quotidien and 

its site, here the spatial category of edges.  

 The quotidien of SUMABA then begins predictably, as conveyed by Gavarry’s 

use of the imperfect and conditional tenses: 

L’agitation du chien et les quelques mouvements de son maître accentuaient, par 

contraste, la fixité du lieu, lequel allait s’animer progressivement, à mesure que 

le peuplement s’y ferait plus dense et l’activité plus variée. Les vigiles de jour ou 

les employés du rayon boucherie arriveraient les premiers. Ils accueilleraient le 

camion des abattoirs, dont l’équipage capuchonné de blanc d´chargerait des 

quartiers de viande. Ensuite ce seraient les manutentionnaires maison, les 

chauffeurs-livreurs, les magasiniers avec le chef magasinier venus 

individuellement ou par deux, par trois, qui en voiture ou à deux-roues, qui à 

pied, depuis une station de bus ou depuis la gare RER…. (91) 

The dog’s frenzy and sparse movements of its master serve only to highlight the 

stillness of the place, which will nonetheless come gradually alive as the 

population in its vicinity grows dense, and busies itself with various activities. 

The daytime security and meat-counter staff will be arriving first. They’ll greet 

the truck from the slaughterhouse whose white-hooded crew will unload the 

day’s fresh carcasses. Next, the store warehouse workers, delivery drivers, floor 

staff, and supplies manager will be arriving…some in cars, others on motorcycles 

or bikes, still others on foot from the bus or train station…. (62-63) 
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Introduced by the humble conjunction, “Mais” (“But”),  the truck’s enormity and 

impending arrival suggest the unexpected nature of the quotidien, and also foretell its 

agent in the form of Ti-Jus: 

Mais entre “quartiers de viande” et “Ensuite ce seraient”, le sol se met à trembler, 

ébranlant alentour vitrage, grillage et réverbères. Le chien Bucco s’immobilise, 

oreilles dressées. Le gardien de nuit et les vigils de jour, les employés du rayon 

boucherie en civil et les ripeurs des abattoirs en bourgeron blanc marquent un 

temps d’arrêt eux aussi. Ils éprouvent sous les semelles, ainsi qu’à l’intérieur des 

jambes, les vibrations dont par ouïe ni par vue ils ne perçoivent encore la cause; et 

plusieurs secondes passent de la sorte avant qu’ils n’entendent un grondement 

sans origine, sourd, continu, plusieurs secondes à nouveau avant qu’ils ne voient 

naître et s’élargir une lueur sur l’écran du demi-jour brumeux. Puis lueur et 

grondement conjugués prennent forme, deviennent calandre, deviennent camion. 

Et alors seulement celui-ci commence d’avancer, colossal et précautioneux 

comme si à grande-peine, voire à regret, il réintégrait le visible après un long 

isolement au sein d’un espace fantôme. (91-92) 

But, this morning, between “fresh carcasses” and “Next,” the ground begins to 

quake, shaking all the nearby lampposts, plate glass, and grillwork. Bucco the dog 

stands stock still, ears pricked. The night watchman and the daytime security 

guards, the meat-counter staff in their civvies, and the slaughterhouse people in 

white overcoats all pause as well. Beneath the soles of their feet, as well as deep 

inside their leg bones, they are experiencing vibrations whose cause can’t be 

perceived by eye or ear; and several more seconds pass before they begin to hear 

an unidentifiable rumble, muted and continuous, and then several more seconds 
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pass before they begin to make out the arrival and then gradual enlargement of a 

certain glow beaming through the screen of foggy half-light in front of them. 

Then, glow and rumble combined take shape, become radiator grill, become truck. 

And only then does the entire vehicle emerge, move forward, colossal and 

cautious, as though taking great pains, even feeling regret, needing now to return 

to the visible world after so protracted an isolation in the ghostly realms. (63) 

Here, the composite imagery of earthquake, impending and large cargo vessel, and latent-

but-revived “spirit” of change serves to represent, in this situation, the violently 

transformative nature of the quotidien.  

Gavarry also renders the truck, bearer of change, exceptional through its 

appearance, which attracts the attention of store staff who notice its “phare, des boulons, 

les fanions multicolores alignés en guirlande au flanc du capot ou le déflecteur 

surmontant la cabine, galbé coudé façon manche à air” as well as its “roués, cinq paires 

dont trois doubles soit seize roués – seize roués, seize roués du diameter de celle-ci,” 

asking, “est-ce que la caissière se rend compte!?” (93) (“a headlight, a set of lug nuts, the 

multicolored pennants lined up in a garland along the side of the hood, or the airfoil set 

atop the cabin, curved into an elbow-shape like the intake duct on a ship. …the wheels, 

five pairs, three of which are doubled, making sixteen wheels altogether—sixteen wheels, 

sixteen wheels as big as this one, can you imagine?”; 64). Madame Fenerolo, as she 

arrives to work, is notably not interested in the novelty of the truck, “[admettant] que le 

trente-cinq tones est bel et gros – mais guère émue, pas vraiment convaincue, d’évidence 

l’esprit à ce qu’elle s’apprête à dire plutôt qu’à ce qu’elle dit” (95) (“admitting that the 
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thirty-five ton rig is indeed beautiful and enormous—but without emotion, not entirely 

won over, her mind obviously on what she’s about to say, not on what she’s just said”; 

65). She ultimately remains oblivious to the larger trend of change at bay, preoccupied 

with morning deliveries and the proper arrangement of “les caddies” (95) (“shopping 

carts”).  

 Similar to the arrival of the delivery truck, routine but exceptional, the SUMABA 

store itself incarnates fixities and anticipation. In a series of passages dedicated to the 

store’s interior presentation and events, Gavarry concretizes the store as a place (a site 

with meaning), through great detail, within the larger, fluctuating ring of banlieue. 

SUMABA is also a respite for daydreaming of a different everyday, as several passages 

concerning customers’ awakened desires, as well as Bessie’s fatigue and escapism, 

demonstrate. Some of the store’s allure is revealed at the beginning of the day when 

employees begin to “dress” it, or rather, create a limitless interior world of possibilities, 

as the following passage illustrates:  

L’intérieur du supermarché est entièrement éclairé à present. Mi-habité déjà, mi-

désert encore, il résonne des bruits soulevés par les allées et venues et les 

conversations, ainsi que par des préparatifs tels qu’impiler des boîtes, garnir un 

présentoir, changer des etiquettes ou disposer en tête de gondole les produits les 

moins récents. Un couple en blouse blanches est en train d’installer l’étalage du 

rayon mixte charcuterie-fromage. (92) 

Already half-inhabited, still half-deserted, the building resonates with the sound 

of comings and goings, of conversations, and of pre-opening prep work, such as 

stacking cans, decorating a display case, changing price tags, or supplying the 
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end caps [display areas at the ends of the aisles]. A man and woman in white 

smocks are in the process of setting up a mixed delicatessen display. (63) 

The store’s permanence, illustrated below through its physical organization, renders the 

store equally claustrophobic and reassuring in its homogeneity. Still, SUMABA harbors 

an intangible sense of promise. Listening to a conversation from an adjacent aisle,  

…un client isolé ressentit plus fort l’opacité des linéaires entre lesquels lui-même 

se tenait, et plus intensément la hauteur, la régularité de leur aplomb, l’étroitesse, 

et presque la pression de leur symétrie. Une rumeur aussi lui parvenait, attestant 

qu’au-delá du visible ou de l’invisible proches l’espace continuait, habité et 

divers; et la promesse de ce prolongement, autant peut-être que la nature des 

achats qu’il lui restait à faire, appeal l’homme vers d’autres zones du SUMABA. 

 Il déboucha dans la partie la plus occidentale du magasin, là où, le regard 

pouvant circuler sans gene au-dessus des bacs congélateurs, il semblait que la 

déambulation dût avoir au sole le meme avantage. Sentiment juste ou illusion, en 

tout cas le client fut soudain plus mobile, plus vif, comme euphorisé par 

l’extension de son champ visuel. (167)  

…an isolated shopper was struck, intensely, by how opaque the parallel rows on 

either side of him seemed, and even more intensely by how tall, how perfectly 

vertical, how narrow, and how oppressively symmetrical they felt. Other sounds 

also reached his ears, proving that—beyond  proximate visibility or invisibility—

space did in fact extend beyond the aisle, in all its inhabited diversity. And the 

promise of this extension, as much perhaps as the nature of the purchases he still 

had to make, beckoned the shopper toward other areas of the SUMABA. 
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    He entered into the western-most area of the store, where the eye could 

now circulate unimpeded above the low-mounted freezer compartments, giving 

the impression that he should also be able to move around the store more freely. 

Whether this sensation was valid or illusory, in any case the shopper felt 

suddenly more mobile, more lively, elated by the expansion of his visual field.  

(113-114) 

The notion that an intangible or yet unknowable other reality exists for the clientele, or 

the banlieusards at large, continues to be reflected in even the most miniscule 

observations of store activities, such as when a deli counter clerk appears and reappears 

between store-room and -front:  

Au rayon boucherie, dans un continuel aller et retour entre champ et hors champ, 

un garcon boucher apportait de pleines brassées de viands. Il lui fallait franchir, à 

l’instant d’apparaître ou de disparaître, un rideau-portière rouge et blanc dont il 

écartait les lanières en plastique tantôt avec l’épaule, tantôt d’un revers de main. 

(168)  

Over at the meat counter, in a constant shuttling onstage and off, an apprentice 

butcher was bringing in armfuls of meat. To perform this 

disappearing/reappearing act, he had to push through a doorway consisting of red 

and white plastic strips that he would brush aside with either a shoulder or the 

back of a hand. (114) 

SUMABA, in this sense, is in interior performance of the realities of Gavarry’s depicted  

everyday, as well as the anticipation for an alternative. 



   

211 

 As stated above, the store is a homogenous and routinized haven from the exterior 

uncertainties of Gavarry’s banlieue. Here, SUMABA embodies positive aspects of the 

quotidien such as the stability of routine and fulfilled expectations. Gavarry appeals to 

senses to erect this world in which all that is noxious is ultimately mitigated. In this 

passage, SUMABA begins to absorb its clients as they populate the store:  

… les postures et les gestes variés des premiers moments étaient devenus un seul 

vaste fourmillement, par quoi le SUMABA effectuait de manière continue, et 

comme par fonction naturelle, toutes sortes de transformations: du vent 

capricieux qui sévissait dehors, en stable atmosphère intérieure; du froid, en 

température de plus de 22 ºC; d’un parfum de plein air, chlorophyllien autant que 

bitumeux et carbonique, en parfum de supermarché, mêlant aux longues notes du 

carton et du détergent celles de la sueur animale, des fruits, des légumes, de la 

sciure de bois, transformation encore des marchandises arrivées par quintaux, par 

hectos sinon par tones, en produits mis en vente au détails, comme aussi 

d’automobilistes en piétons, puis de ces derniers en demi-figures poussant, 

chargeant, vidant leur caddie et, après paiement, l’emplissant à nouveau des 

paquets qu’ils  venaient d’en sortir. (168-169)  

…the discrete poses and gestures of before had by now fused into one vast 

swarm, in which the SUMABA brought about a continuous series of 

transformations, as though this were its natural function: it turned the erratic 

winds gusting outdoors into a stable indoor atmosphere; the cold into a steady 

temperature above 72°F; the smell of outdoors—a mix of chlorophyll, blacktop, 

and car exhaust—into supermarket smell, blending hints of cardboard and 
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detergent with a big bouquet of animal sweat, fruits and vegetable, sawdust; 

further transformation of merchandise arriving by the pallet, by the gross, by the 

ton, into purchasable retail units, of car drivers into pedestrians, in turn 

transformed into action figures pushing, loading, unloading their shopping carts 

and, once through the checkout line, filling them back up with the purchases just 

unloaded. (115) 

In short, the quotidien, in the form of SUMABA, quells overwhelming forces – embodied 

here by inhospitable wind, urban smells of road and pollution, materials in gross 

quantities – to re-offer an experience of a more humane scale. It is in this environment 

that its clients, the banlieusards, recharge. Bessie’s experience of the store provides the 

most direct proof of this dynamic.  

 Describing Bessie’s job and the store day succinctly, Gavarry indicates that “La 

journée passe, journée gérante pour la gérante ou, pour la caissière, toute de tiroir-caisse 

et de codes-barres. Lorsque le SUMABA ferme, il fait nuit” (97) (“The day goes by, 

managerial for the manager, nothing but cash registers and bar codes for the cashier. By 

the time the SUMABA closes, it’s already nightfall”; 67). A participant in the store’s 

monotony, Bessie fails to escape its hold even when at home: “Elle invoque la morosité 

de l’après-midi finissant, les nerfs, la perspective d’un lendemain laborieux au 

SUMABA” (80) (“She blames the dreariness of late afternoon, her nerves, the prospect of 

another day of work at the SUMABA”; 53). However, the store still is sufficiently 

conducive to new thought; specifically, Bessie seeks salvation from work and the 

banlieue in Ti-Jus, who, as has been stated repeatedly, is Gavarry’s chosen executor of 
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change. The following passage describes Bessie’s transport from the banalities of bar-

codes to imagined, comforting places, and rescue: 

Bessie, à la caisse 3, pivotait par moments sur son siège pour héler quelque 

collègue du service livraison. Le reste du temps, elle enregistrait code-barre sur 

code-barre dans une suite saccadée de bips sonores, ne s’interrompant que pour 

demander qu’on valide un règlement par carte ou  pour inscrire elle-même au 

revers d’un chèque un numéro . Pourtant, et sans cesse menaçant de la distraire, 

un tas de lubies lui traversaient l’esprit, comme de quitter l’Europe, comme de se 

faire couper les cheveux; et de meme, maints souvenirs et maintes scenes fictives 

– l’océan, le feuillage persistant,…ou Ti-Jus, blouson jeté en cape sur l’épaule, 

…Le jeune homme, tel que l’imaginait sa mere, avançait à grandes enjambées 

parmi la foule du SUMABA, certain qu’on allait s’écarter devant lui…(169-170)  

Bessie, at check-out line 3, would occasionally swivel around to hail some co-

worker in deliveries. The rest of the time, she scanned barcode after barcode in a 

staccato series of beeps, stopping only to ask a shopper to swipe their credit card, 

or to write out a number herself on the back of a check. Yes, she was under the 

constant threat of being distracted by notions that would suddenly pop into her 

head, like leaving Europe, like getting her hair cut; likewise, there would be 

memories and fictitious scenarious—the ocean, evergreen foliage,…or Ti-Jus, 

jacket draped over his shoulders like a cape,…And the young man, as his mother 

imagined him, would stride among the throngs of the SUMABA, sure that people 

would stop to one side as he passed….(115) 

With this change in mood, Gavarry reinforces the notion that the quotidien is malleable 

and spacious enough to allow comings and goings, as in the form of daydreams, or even 



   

214 

real changes, as in the eventual murder of Madame Fenerolo, who represents an obstacle 

to Bessie’s family. Indeed,  

Durant ces songes, Bessie se redressait sur sa chaise, retrouvant toute sa taille et 

le classeux maintien des jours fastes. Qu’elle encaisse un billet de banque ou 

rende de la monnaie, qu’elle tende à un énième client pochettes plastique ou stylo 

bille, elle rayonnait. Et chaque fois qu’ayant immobilisé son tapis roulant elle 

saisissait une nouvelle marchandise, elle s’y prenait de telle sorte qu’à peine 

semblait-elle rien toucher, comme si plutôt que par préhension elle eût opéré par 

magnétisme, ou si, entre les doigts et les objets qu’ils soulevaient, très mince et 

subtile la douceur eût tenu lieu d’isolant. (170-171)  

During these daydreams, Bessie would sit up straight in her chair, recovering the 

full height and classy bearing of her better days. Whether cashing a check or 

making change, whether handling the umpteenth customer plastic bags or a 

ballpoint pen, she would beam. And each time she stopped her conveyor belt and 

picked up another item to scan, she would do so in such a way as to barely touch 

it, as if, rather than prehension, she were applying some magnetic force instead, 

or as if between her fingers and the objects they grasped, a layer of simple 

gentleness, diaphanous and subtle, was acting as an insulator. (116) 

Gavarry, thus, transforms the experience of everyday “stuff” – here, a supermarket 

conveyor belt, plastic bags, and products – into what Michael Gardiner refers to as the 

extraordinary: Bessie realizes her capacity to affect what has seemed so impersonal and 

repetitive.  
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 Gavarry pursues his project of the quotidien as change by showing that that must 

occur, first, at the very local level; rather than changing the direction of mass experiences 

such as frustrating traffic, oppressive mornings, or monotonous grocery shopping, he 

makes Ti-Jus the agent of such change. Furthermore, the causal factor is still neither a 

single bad traffic accident nor a sudden rejection of the morning preparations for work, 

but the condescending tone of Madame Fenerolo towards Bessie, her also seamstress, 

while being fitted at her apartment and in the presence of Ti-Jus.  

The internal power structure of the banlieue, as well as that of ville-banlieue at 

large, is reflected in this very relationship between Bessie and her more affluent 

supervisor:  

En marge de son activité declarée de caissière SUMABA, Bessie faisait au noir 

quelques travaux de couture chez elle, à Ris-Orangis, escalier H de la cité 

Mermoz. Elle répondait parfois à la solicitation d’une collègue, parfois à celle 

d’une proche voisine; mais sa clientèle la plus régulière se recrutait de l’autre 

côté de l’avenue de Paris, parmi la population feminine de la residence du Vallon 

où habitait Madame Fenerolo.  

Soit qu’elle désirait une robe sur mesure ou qu’elle eût un pantalon à retoucher, 

une veste à raccourcir, il arrivait que la gérante elle-même fît appel à l’habileté 

hors taxes de la caissière. Aujourd’hui c’était sa jupe, la doublure qui dépassait – 

découssue, mal taillée ou quoi. Est-ce que Bessie voyait?… (22)  

As a sideline to her official occupation as a SUMABA cashier, Bessie 

moonlighted as seamstress at home, in Ris-Orangis, Stairwell H, Mermoz 

Housing Project. She would sometimes accept an assignment from a colleague, 
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other times from a next-door neighbor; but her steadiest clientele were from the 

other side of Avenue de Paris, among the female population of the Vallon 

Apartments, where Madame Fenerolo lived.  

 Whether she wanted a tailor-made dress or had some trousers that needed 

altering, a jacket that had to be shortened, it wasn’t unusual for the manager to 

avail herself of the cashier’s tax-free talents. Today, it was her skirt, the lining 

was showing below the hem—had come unstitched, was poorly tailored, or 

whatever. Did Bessie see…? (13) 

Madame Fenerolo’s fatal decision to discuss her alteration needs with Bessie, while 

driving her home from the store, foretells how her imposition of authority, outside of the 

store boundaries, will enrage Ti-Jus.  

Autant d’actions et de paroles qui tout à l’heure, et peut-être alors cachant leur 

jeu, avaient semblé inoffensives, mais qui désormais affichaient crûment 

l’ambition qu’au seul principe de l’être-gérante soient assujeties toutes choses: 

l’autoradio …, l’équipe de gardiennage du SUMABA ou les Franciliens coincés 

dans les embouteillages…Bessie…ou Ti-Jus…. Et ainsi sommées de s’inclure 

dans cela qui leur déniait une existence propre, sous peine de compter pour rien, 

toutes ces entités…vibraient sourdement du meme esprit de refus, entretenant 

soue le martèlement tonitruant de la grêle une atmosphere électrique, suffocante, 

chargée de violence, comme devant l’inadmissible il arrive aussi que le sentiment 

d’humiliation s’exaspère dans notre for intérieur, frissonant longtemps avant de 

précipiter tout à coup en cri de colère, voire en acte musclé. (25)  

Amounting to so many words and actions that, a moment ago, perhaps 

concealing their true purpose, had seemed innocuous, but which henceforth, 
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crudely, would go on to reveal that all things were subjugated to the sole-

principle of manager-being: the car radio…the security guards at the SUMABA 

or the Île-de-France residents…stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic…Bessie…or 

even Ti-Jus….And summoned in this way to be subsumed within this principle, 

seeking by nature to negate their individual existences on pain of being deemed 

utterly meaningless, all the aforementioned entities….vibrated silently with the 

same spirit of refusal, and under the thunderous hammering of hail maintained 

the highly charged, stifling atmosphere, suffused with violence—as sometimes 

happens when, in the face of the unacceptable, one’s sense of humiliation wells 

up from deep inside oneself, quivering for a long tense moment before erupting 

in a cry of rage, or even an act of brute force. (14-15) 

It is not merely Madame Fenerolo’s personal profit from employing the inexpensive 

services of Bessie that annoys Ti-Jus, but, more significantly, her continued insistence on 

bringing the supervisor-employee hierarchy into the Deux-Rivières home. Gavarry 

introduces at this point one’s capacity to refuse a relationship or condition, or moreover, a 

quotidien, that has seemed so intractable, here through Ti-Jus’s awareness. When 

Madame Fenerolo arrives, Bessie informs Ti-Jus that,  

…elle aurait besoin de rester seule un moment avec sa cliente. Elle dit que 

Madame Fenerolo est venue pour un essayage – juste ça: “Madame Fenerolo est 

venue pour un essayage.” Ti-Jus fait la sourd oreille. Il évite le regard de sa mère, 

sifflote à moitié, prend son temps, à l’évidence animé par un general sentiment 

de refus. (51)  
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…that she’ll be needing a moment alone with her client. She says that Madame 

Fenerolo has come for a fitting—says exactly that: “Madame Fenerolo has come 

for a fitting.” Ti-Jus pretends not to hear. He avoids his mother’s gaze, whistles 

under his breath, takes his time, obviously driven by a stubborn desire to be 

contrary. (34) 

The imposition and invasion of this hierarchy is so strong that it permeates the apartment 

even after the supervisor has left:  

Longtemps après son depart, l’idée d’elle et de l’être-gérante aurant continue de 

hanter triomphalement l’appartment, par contrecoup suscitant, omnipresent et 

comme en suspension dans l’atmosphère, le sentiment amer et honteux de la 

soumission. (55)  

Long after her departure, the idea of her, of the manager-being, would have 

continued, triumphantly, to haunt the apartment, arousing, as an indirect result—

omnipresent, and itself as though suspended in the atmosphere—a bitter, 

shameful sense of submission. (37) 

This moment is the culmination of all previous events of frustration, immobility, and 

submission, which causes Ti-Jus to act – “ce…banal loubard à travers qui c'est notre 

temps qui agit” (Lebrun “La spirale”) (“this… banal hooligan, through which modern 

life reveals itself”).  

 

Conclusion 

 It is important to emphasize that Ti-Jus’s rape and murder of Madame Fenerolo, 

when delivering alterations to her apartment, are not the subtle, unofficial “tactics of 
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weak” to regain control over one’s everyday, but rather overt and criminal gestures in the 

name of change. Ti-Jus’s motivation for and execution of such acts could be read as a 

form of “radical reflexivity,” “whereby people…develop a heightened understanding of 

their circumstances and use this comprehension as the basis of conscious action designed 

to alter repressive social conditions” (8).136 Warren Motte personalizes this idea for Ti-

Jus, whose only recourse for anger is to interrupt the regular course of a day’s events in 

the name of eradicating barriers: “the faces of the commuters on the RER, …the attitude 

of the security guard at the door of Madame Fenerolos’s apartment building, [and] the 

grimaces of motorists from more privileged quarters trying to get through the streets of 

his neighborhood unscathed” (Motte 125) reinforce Ti-Jus’s discomfort within the 

operating hierarchies. Motte proceeds to locate Ti-Jus’s awareness of his social 

marginality within what Michel de Certeau has labeled “now a more massive and 

structured phenomenon than in the past” (125).137 Ti-Jus’s violent acts, which as crimes 

will undoubtedly further marginalize him, are his form of “triumph” over forces 

controlling his quotidien; each chapter ends with this reversal of authority – of Ti-Jus 

over Madame Fenerolo, and of movement from “marginal” to “central.”  

To contextualize Gavarry’s rendering of Ti-Jus’s experience of the banlieue, I 

draw from several critical perspectives on what life – and daily life – has entailed for the 

banlieusards in France, each pointing to an historical marginalization of immigrants to 

France and their relegation to the “edges” of society, here the banlieues. Both Alec 

                                                
136 Gardiner quotes Melvin Pollner. “Left of Ethnomethodology: The Rise and Fall of Radical 
Reflexivity.”American Sociological Review 56: 370–80 (1991). 
137 Motte quotes Certeau. Arts de faire. 17-18. 
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Hargreaves and Dominic Thomas, in Post-Colonial Cultures in France (Hargreaves and 

McKinney), Multi-Ethnic France (Hargreaves), and Black France (Thomas), 

respectively, point to the failure of contemporary French policies to address the 

assimilation of immigrants to France. With the “majority of France’s post-colonial 

minorities” located in the banlieues (Hargreaves, McKinney 12), Thomas finds parallels 

between this spatial reality and the historical experience of those subject to a colonizing 

France, specifically, the impossibility of occupying a “central,” fully integrated and 

accepted position in French society. Explaining this set of paradoxes, he writes:  

The colonial civilizing mission was premised on the attempt to create French 

cultural prototypes. Newly formed French-Africans soon realized that that stated 

objective was unattainable. Their status as colonized subjects and constructs 

inscribed by a hyphenated identity forever precluded their access to some distant 

evolutionary point, much in the same way as today’s ethnic minorities are 

relegated to topographic zones in the banlieues (housing projects) outside the 

parameters of Frenchness. Ironically, of course, the marginalization of these 

groups creates the very ghettos that the French perceive as the inevitable outcome 

of U.S. multicultural politics.138  

Hargreaves reiterates this perspective when he attributes contemporary clashes in the 

French banlieues between its residents and French authorities to “deep-seated socio-

economic inequalities, exacerbated by entrenched patterns of discrimination against 

immigrant minorities originating in former colonies” (Hargreaves 1). Ti-Jus’s revolt 

                                                
138 Dominic Thomas. Black France: Colonialism, Immigration, and Transnationalism. (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2007) 28. 
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against the power structures of the banlieue and of France, at large, may then be read as a 

consequence of the realities Thomas and Hargreaves witness in their work. Thomas sheds 

some possible light on the protagonists’ frustration and despondency in Hop là, when he 

writes: 

Unable to fully integrate into French society, and considered outsiders by the 

countries from which their parents have migrated, they find that the unsettling 

experience of “double-unbelonging” evoked by Salman Rushdie is a problem to 

be constantly negotiated. (12)139 

Hargreaves heightens this situation of the modern Franch banlieusard by reversing 

“responsibility” for non-assimilation, in general, writing that,  

Contrary to frequent claims that recent immigrant minorities cannot be 

successfully incorporated into French society because they are supposedly 

unwilling to adapt to its cultural norms, there is overwhelming evidence to show 

that the principal barriers come from socio-economic disadvantage and racial and 

ethnic discrimination by members of the majority ethnic population. (Hargreaves 

2-3)  

Ti-Jus’s violent attempt at agency may be read more closely within these contexts. 

In closing, Gavarry uses the quotidien as a framework for Hop là to expose 

perceived inequities in France at the very local level, and then mitigate them by giving 

Ti-Jus agency to change conditions. Hop là is, thus, evidence of the quotidien as an 

artistic expression in contemporary French culture for political ends. Motte refers to the 

text, for this reason, as a roman engagé (132), for Gavarry attempts, 

                                                
139 Thomas cites Rushdie. East, West (London: Jonathan Cape, 1994) 141. 
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to persuade his readers that the banlieue and its inhabitants deserve more 

attention than they have been accorded in fiction. … in that sense Hop là is a 

deeply committed “social text,” invoking what François Maspero (speaking from 

the perspective on an ‘intra-muros’ Parisian) called this ‘world of frontiers which 

makes each of us a bit afraid’ (Maspero 18). (111) 

Furthermore, I situate Hop là with other texts on the quotidien which seek to revive 

interest in examining the local and overlooked events of one’s day as a source for change 

and action. Just as the text’s subject matter seeks to challenge the status quo of spatial 

relationships in France (who lives where), the quotidien here asserts that much is at stake 

in the day-to-day, seemingly trivial aspects of life.  Significantly, Motte labels Hop là as 

avant-garde, for its “position against the notion of the autonomy of art and the 

dissociation from daily life that is characteristic of art in bourgeois society” (132). Lastly, 

regarding the quotidien and its affect on space and place, Gavarry clearly wants to return 

a sense of meaning to the site Bessie and her family inhabit (their home), even against 

larger and overwhelming forces which seek to strip them of it; Madame Fenerolo’s very 

occupancy, or invasion, of Bessie’s apartment to try on clothes, transforms their home 

from a place to a space. This encroachment and Ti-Jus’s revolt against it form a 

microcosm of a larger dynamic at work in the banlieue, which for Gavarry is “repairable” 

through a re-evaluation of how one constructs her day.  
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CONCLUSION: The Quotidien of Interstices 

I conclude my dissertation by discussing several depictions of the quotidien set in 

the emerging space of the interstitial to suggest future directions of analysis. Having 

previously argued that the transformative nature of the quotidien in recent French texts 

has effectively destabilized the traditional categories of rural and city, plus the more 

recent edges of the banlieue, I suggest here that quotidien now increasingly – and 

un/comfortably – inhabits these in-between spaces. All broad spatial shifts of the 

quotidien in the texts previously mentioned have been moving in this direction. These 

protagonists no longer construct their days in  the “reliable” sites of countryside or city, 

but, rather, in spaces between places, such as a commute, trying to establish new work, or 

mitigating solitude in the city. I end my dissertation with these depictions because, as 

stated in my Introduction, the interstitial is a critical new site in modern life, full of 

repères (“markers”), but also anonymous and without form. It is also a new area of study 

for the quotidien, addressed, for example, by Joe Moran in Reading the Everyday, in 

which he examines the sites of waiting at bus stops and negotiating traffic lights.  

To illustrate such quotidiens, I discuss Walter Salles and Daniela Thomas’s short 

film, Loin du 16ème (a vignette from Paris, je t’aime, 2006), Abdellatif Kechiche’s film, 

La Graine et le mulet (2007), and Alain-Paul Mallard’s short film, L’Origine de la 

tendresse (1999). Their analysis helps argue that the current use of the quotidien in these 

texts reflects a sense of placelessness in contemporary French culture. Their protagonists 

conduct their quotidiens within spaces (sites without meaning) as they attempt to 
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re/establish place (sites of value) within their quotidiens. They aspire, with struggle, to an 

everyday of relative concreteness (manifested as a restaurant on a boat) or abstraction 

(deeper understanding of human nature and one’s relation to it). As part of my 

conclusion, these processes interrogate the meaning of French identity by inhabiting 

newer, untraditional spaces. Albeit unstable, the quotidiens of the interstitial represent the 

new authentic France. 

 

Loin du 16ème 

The short film, Loin du 16ème, is part of Paris, je t’aime, an anthology of 

eighteen short films about life in different Parisian arrondissements. As directors were 

given license in their renderings of the various city districts, Brazilian filmmakers Salles 

and Thomas chose the commute of a babysitter from the outskirts of Paris to an affluent 

neighborhood, the 16th arrondissement, as their focus. Ana awakens in the early morning 

darkness to leave for work. After bringing her baby to a nearby crèche (“infant daycare”), 

she begins a long commute into Paris where she cares for another family’s baby. The 

course of her daily commute is at the heart of the film, aboard many métro trains and 

making transfers. When Ana finally arrives at the apartment, her employer “appears” as a 

voice, giving her minimal instructions and asking her to stay later that evening because of 

her work. Ana then quiets the cared-for baby with the same song, “Qué Linda Manito” 

(“What a Pretty Hand”), she had sung to her own baby before leaving the crèche. The 

film ends with Ana letting her gaze drift out of the baby’s room window towards the 

opposite apartment buildings.  
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I include this text in my analysis of the quotidien for its attention to the everyday, 

very universal routine of commuting to work, family situations, and the impersonal 

employer-employee relationship. Its simple plot, characteristic of other texts on the 

quotidien, also reflects the continuous flow of the process of the everyday. While the 

film’s ending may be read as Ana’s realization of her routine’s illogic, it rests 

indeterminable, unclear as to whether she has the agency to change her day if so desired. 

Thus, Ana’s quotidien unfolds literally in the interstice between home and work, with her 

commute a metaphor for displacement; she leaves the security of place (home with her 

baby) to inhabit the space of trains, tunnels, and corridors, then the space of work (the 

impersonal, anti-home). Understanding this situation through Marc Augé’s notion of the 

non-lieux would seem appropriate, for Ana’s daily journey is anonymous and 

“purchased” through the exchange of money for a metro ticket, as Augé describes the 

pre-requisite exchange for entering the non-lieux. However, this contextualization does 

not ultimately work since Ana is not “liberated” within the space of the commute, but, 

rather, stressed, tired, and detached from the relative security of home. Updating or 

expanding Augé’s initial observations of the non-lieux is necessary to understand the 

daily events of the oft-unpleasant experience of this contemporary in-between space; if 

entering the non-lieux is a privilege for the purchased anonymity and temporary 

disconnect from the world’s realities, Ana’s morning routine reflects a purchased 

entrapment in which anonymity reinforces any sense of disenfranchisement.  

The commute sequence forms the heart of the film, and as such, effectively 

conveys the paradox of daily mass movement between home and work, with little human 
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interaction. The film reveals that there are at least six segments (train, hallways) to Ana’s 

trip between home and work; this journey is depicted through medium shots and medium 

close-ups to distinguish Ana in the crowd and to reflect both her fatigue and stress, and 

through the constant movement of the vertical (standing or upright commuters, subway 

poles) across the horizontal (tracks, through tunnels, past city-scapes) which denies any 

notion of rest. Ana’s first leg involves riding a train above ground while looking out the 

window; the sound of the wheels on the tracks is audible, but muted. She is then on 

another train, close to the camera and looking back at the passengers behind her; she then 

moves towards the window, briefly acknowledging a man she has passed on her way to 

the door. Here, we view the side of her face as she checks her watch, and the wheel-track 

noise becomes louder. In the next scene, Ana is filmed from three different perspectives 

moving along a conveyor with other commuters in an underground passageway. We first 

follow her from behind, with her long, black flowing hair as the focal point of the frame; 

the voices of passing commuters are audible here as Ana walks away from the camera, in 

the right hand-side of the frame, while commuters on the opposite conveyor move 

towards the viewer. The camera, always in a unstable hand-held manner, then films her 

from the front, walking quickly on the moving walkway. The camera finally films Ana 

from the side, still on the conveyor, and turns to follow her from behind once she passes. 

In the next segment of her journey, Ana is sitting on a train with her head leaned up 

against the window, eyes closed at first then awake, while riding through a dark tunnel. 

The next scene follows her down a subway corridor, again from behind, with her hair as a 
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focal point. After one last train journey, holding onto a pole, Ana exits the subway maze 

to the street and the home at which she works.  

In short, as most of the film time is dedicated to Ana’s typical travel between 

places, her experience of occupying this space is emphasized. While she is not visually 

lost in the crowd in any of the shots, her face is often effaced when the camera films her 

from behind. She also never speaks, instead residing singly in her thoughts, sleep, and 

trajectory. Finally, her trip is never straightforward as she must navigate direction 

changes, different trains, and travelling amidst strangers who inevitably and routinely 

spend a good portion of their day in this detached manner.  

 

La Graine et le mulet 

 Kechiche’s film, La Graine et le mulet, renders a quotidien literally and 

metaphorically afloat. Filmed on the southern French island of Sète, Graine follows the 

efforts of Slimane, an unemployed shipyard worker, to open a restaurant aboard an old 

docked boat within an economic community resistant to his membership.140 Slimane is 

detached on many levels; as divorced, unemployed, living away from his pays natal 

(“birthplace”) of the Maghreb (Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia), and resident in the hotel of 

his girlfriend, situated on an island, he inhabits an uncomfortable set of interstices in 

French society. I include this text in my analysis for its foregrounding of Slimane’s 

                                                
140 Coincidentally, La Graine et le mulet, was filmed in the same location, Sète, as Varda’s first critical 
film, La Pointe courte (1955), mentioned in chapter 1. Said to help usher in the Nouvelle Vague, La Pointe 
courte shares certain traits with La Graine et le mulet, notably on-location filming and quotidiens 
intertwined with this seaport. 
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quotidien which overlaps with those of his extended family, so that a long Sunday family 

dinner, meal preparations, an extended conversation about the child-related costs, 

dealings with the local economic community, and a dance performance aboard the boat-

restaurant provide the drama for the story. Furthermore, it features “everyday” people 

from those dependant on the local fish business for work, a hotel owner/bartender, and a 

family matriarch who oversees family relationships while enacting her daily routines 

related to cooking and her apartment. The film’s centerpiece is, in fact, her signature dish, 

couscous; translated, La Graine et le mulet refers to the essential ingredients of couscous 

grain and mullet. For Souad, Slimane’s ex-wife, its preparation is more than assembling 

and mixing its ingredients, but rather, the patience and love one shows for its preparation. 

With such a title, the film overtly elevates not only a commonplace process and objects 

(cooking and food), but a perspective on its execution, which may be read for Souad’s 

personal quotidien of following sometimes laborious routines in the name of personal 

contentment.  

Slimane’s quotidien, however, is not as grounded. Without revealing the film’s 

ending, I stress here Slimane’s motivation throughout the film to leave both interstices 

(between communities) and edges (existing at their outskirts) – essentially spaces of little 

meaning – for a perceived cultural and economic center (membership in a business 

community). Furthermore, he aspires to a quotidien of place, here the “home” of a self-

run restaurant featuring not only a traditional dish of the Maghreb, but now of France. 

Kechiche’s rendering, however, posits that switching quotidiens as such will not be 

automatic for Slimane, or by extension, anyone inhabiting the various spaces of 
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detachment and alienation described above. Furthermore, a quotidien of center may now 

be an illusion in French society and depictions thereof, also suggested in my chapter on 

the quotidien of the French city. In fairness, much of Slimane’s present quotidien – such 

as eating together and errands – occurs within the “home” he has established with his 

girlfriend, her daughter, and his family, including his ex-wife who has agreed to cook the 

couscous for the restaurant’s opening night. Yet, again, the physical and symbolic 

instabilities of his quotidien – hotel, boat, island, immigrant – threaten his attempt to 

change and control his everyday.  

One particular sequence depicts the financial and administrative hurdles Slimane 

must cross to realize his restaurant project, which in some instances include presumptions 

about Slimane’s status in France. In these scenes, Slimane seeks various bank and city 

approvals for his restaurant with the help of his girlfriend’s daughter, Rym. Close-ups of 

the various participants’ faces register an overall skepticism towards the project’s 

viability, as well as Slimane and Rym’s oppression from the administrative steps 

involved. The bank loan officer, for example, is surprised to learn the proposed location 

for the restaurant-boat – on one of the city’s main economic thoroughfares, Quai de la 

République – and has little comment for Rym’s idea that the business would become a 

meeting place, as Rym describes, for “their community” during Ramadan. The health 

department representative also explains to Rym and Slimane the importance of a 

obtaining a health department certificate and maintaining hygiene rules at the restaurant. 

Regarding the document, she indicates, “That’s how it works in France. You’re going 
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into a business with very strict rules on hygiene,” and adds, “In France, anyway,”141 

clearly suggesting that Rym and Slimane are cultural outsiders. The representative’s 

closing dictum – “It’s French law, and there are no exceptions” – resonates throughout 

the film as Slimane attempts to establish a foothold in the cultural and economic life of 

the city, emananating from personal ambition for more security and happiness. By the 

end of the meetings sequence, it is clear that each office’s demands are contigent on those 

of the other entities, and thus, complicate Slimane’s trajectory. The film’s end, without 

revealing it, sees Slimane running in circles, a physical manifestation of his larger 

dilemma. 

Concluding my discussion of La Graine et le mulet, I turn again to Dominic 

Thomas’ remarks on France’s historical policies and attitudes to immigration, as well as 

the experience of the immigrant and later generations once in France. Slimane, similar to 

Ana in Loin du 16ème, some of the students in Entre les murs, and Ti-Jus in Hop là, faces 

cultural and administrative challenges as he constructs his quotidien in the interstitial 

spaces of his fictional world. Thomas addresses the difficult predicament of such 

protagonists, as reflected in history, when he writes:  

Whereas protagonists of colonial-era texts navigated their way through France 

primarily for the purpose of education and travel, those in contemporary novels 

experience detention centers, are faced with legal procedural issues, and are often 

categorized as illegal, clandestine, or undocumented. If the experience of 

migration or travel during the colonial era could be categorized as existential, 

                                                
141 All translations from subtitles for La Graine et le mulet. Criterion Collection. Subtitle Supervisor, Brett 
Sharlow. 
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then the trauma of exile itself and the accompanying domestic conditions some 

protagonists are escaping from in the postcolony are compounded by the 

deprivation associated with the circumstances of immigration to France. The 

migration is thus one of people, but also of identities….(Black France 4) 

Hence, the “who” of the quotidien of edges and interstices emerges as an important 

variable in these texts, with the question of French identity hovering over Slimane, Ana, 

some of the students, and Ti-Jus as they try to establish personal and collective 

quotidiens. In future analyses of the places and spaces of the quotidien in French culture, 

ethnicity and authenticity are important variables to consider, first as features that 

distinguish the twenty-first century quotidien from its predecessors, and second, as 

measures of agency over one’s everyday at the outskirts and in-between, or rather, the 

progress of inclusion in French society.  

 

L’Origine de la tendresse 

Lastly, I discuss L’Origine de la tendresse (1999) as a quotidien of interstices to 

illustrate how the notion of existentialism now accompanies some of these recent 

depictions. In a broad application, the quotidien can be read as a form of existentialism, 

and equally, experience may now be considered a space or place. In short, psychological 

and emotional “interiors” become the site of the quotidien, as in L’Origine, once the 

routines of work (guarding inanimate sculptures at a museum) and home (drying a 

sweater) do not suffice as meaningful.  
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The onscreen preface to Alain-Paul Mallard’s short film paradoxically paints the 

protagonist’s daily life as uneventful, while calling its sequence of non-events significant: 

“Elise is a quiet, solitary woman who works as a museum attendant. Nothing really 

happens in her life. And in a life in which nothing happens, no moment is devoid of 

meaning.”142 After long periods at home of cleaning, arranging household objects, and 

other small tasks, Elise grows to appreciate the dimensions of her apartment, but realizes 

that such a quotidien must change for self-fulfillment. With agency to effect such a 

change, she becomes more mindful of her generous nature, enjoying what little contact 

she has with friends, co-workers, and strangers. To escape a quotidien of solitude, Elise 

must further her efforts to interact kindly with others; in this way, she moves her 

quotidien closer to the abstract and meaningful place of “tenderness.”  

This new type of depiction of the quotidien defies quick spatial categorizations or 

comparisons with other texts. First, this new place/space is now distant from the 

quotidien of the street, and even that of the home, a shift which outstrips one of Certeau’s 

late realizations regarding the quotidien. In a discussion of how urban spaces are 

increasingly emptied of significance, citing the example of numbers replacing proper 

names (e.g. dialing “073” instead of Opera), Certeau remarks that in the exterior urban 

everyday, the passer-through experiences “Nothing ‘special’: nothing that is marked, 

opened up by a memory or a story, signed by something or someone else.”143 He 

concludes that “Only the cave of the home remains believable, still open for a certain 

                                                
142 L’Origine de la tendresse. Dir. Alain-Paul Mallard. The World According to Shorts, 1999. DVD. 
Translations are from film’s subtitles. 
143 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendall. 106. 
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time to legends, still full of shadows” (106). However, this conviction becomes outdated 

with the rendering of Elise’s isolating quotidien of home. It would also be erroneous to 

situate her everyday in the city category, for this normally cacophonous environment is 

literally muted in the film to exacerbate Elise’s solitude. Home is equally silent (a drying 

sweater) except for the singular and heightened noises of a dripping faucet, a boiling 

kettle, vacuuming, late-night television static, an antacid tablet dissolving in water, a bed 

being made, and hands washed. Furthermore, while both Perec’s and Bachelard’s 

meticulous inventories of a home’s meanings and contents are early predecessors to 

Mallard’s analysis of Elise’s apartment and chores, the scrutiny of the latter fails to 

mesmerize her. Finally, the quotidien of L’Origine distinguishes itself from stories with 

similar subjects through Elise’s agency to change her everyday, or rather, shift its 

location; Chantal Akerman depicts a housewife tethered to daily household routines as 

refuge from solitude in Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (1975), 

while Alice Winocour portrays the frustration of another apartment-bound wife, obsessed 

with preparing a special dinner for her husband in Kitchen (2005).  

Mallard constructs this new daily, emotional space in which Elise increasingly 

resides through an incessant accumulation of banal processes, which attempt to seduce as 

curiosities, but ultimately prove empty. He defamiliarizes them through close-up shots: 

steam emerges from a boiling kettle, water drips from a faucet, Elise lathers and scrubs 

her hands at a sink, a pillow is “fluffed” then left to re-expand accompanied by the 

natural crackling sound of its material, plant soil sucks up water, spaghetti bends slowly 

once submerged in hot water, grains of rice are pushed about a plate with a fork, and 
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overhead shots capture a photocopier moving back and forth to reproduce a chain letter 

and Elise designing a tutoring advertisement with ruler and pen. Mallard’s decision to fix 

the camera on these subjects, rather than track them, magnifies the marvels of these 

overlooked entities, but also suggests their inability to provide emotional and social outlet 

or comfort. By representing the ubiquity of these processes, which includes conversations 

devoted to normally trivial matters, such as a misplaced broom, Mallard moves Elise 

away from the places of work and home in search of a more meaningful, daily existence. 

At the film’s end, Elise resides in this uncertain space. In a shot of an upward-bound 

escalator, Elise suddenly emerges riding on it, then steps off. The next shot remains on 

the terminus of the escalator steps where litter has accumulated, with a woman’s 

voiceover articulating Elise’s uncertain space. The voice is that of the author whose book 

Elise reads throughout the film, likely reading phrases from her book: “I’ve given much 

thought without finding any solution to the origin of civility and of tenderness. As of 

today, I have no answer.”  

I now turn to three areas for consideration as I conclude my analysis of the places 

and spaces of the quotidien in recent French culture: neo-realism, narrative strategies, and 

globalization. First, is this current use of the quotidien a form of neo-realism for the 

twenty-first century? Profils paysans, Entre les murs, Loin du 16ème, and La Graine et le 

mulet could be considered expressions of neo-realism for their interest in real people 

playing themselves (Profils) or nonprofessional actors (Murs), filming on location (Loin), 

and capturing the quotidiens in the most realistic means as possible, through direct and 

little-manipulated sound recordings and hand-held camerawork (Profils, Loin). More 
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importantly, I suggest that the quotidien in these texts, influenced by neo-realism, 

becomes a tool for social and political commentary by depicting real-life situations, 

discussed below. 

In “A Thesis on Neo-Realism,” Cesare Zavattini argues for increased attention to 

the events of daily existence, as subject matter for film, for their revelations on the human 

condition.144 After positing that, “There is no doubt that our first, and most superficial, 

reaction to daily existence is boredom” (67), he argues for its richness (67) when 

expressed truthfully:  

The task of the artist – the neo-realist artist at least – does not consist in bringing 

the audience to tears and indignation by means of transference, but, on the 

contrary, it consists in bringing them to reflect (and then, if you will, to stir up 

emotions and indignation) upon what they are doing and upon what others are 

doing; that is, to think about reality precisely as it is. (67-68) 

Of this process, Zavattini emphasizes the concomitant necessity of contextualizing such 

seemingly quotidien images; writing then of Italian film, “Every hour of the day, every 

place, every person, can be portrayed if they are shown in a manner which reveals and 

emphasized the collective elements which continually shape them” (69). The depictions 

of the quotidien in my analysis all similarly focus on overlooked people, moments, and 

situations while always alluding to the larger forces affecting them, examples of which 

follow. Chacun cherche son chat pays attention to losing a pet in a neighborhood under 

construction and to tenants moving from their apartments, but with a larger commentary 

                                                
144 Cesare Zavattini. “A Thesis on Neo-Realism.” Springtime in Italy: A Reader on Neo-Realism. Trans., 
Ed. David Overbey (Hamden: Archon Books, 1978) 67-78. 
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on preserving a place and a way of life undergoing gentrification. Hop là, while not a 

film, very graphically describes commuter train rides, grocery shopping, and errand-

running to convey the tensions of everyday life at the political and cultural edges of 

French society. In response to Zavattini’s dictum that “The true function of the arts has 

always been that of expressing the needs of the times; it is towards this function that we 

should redirect them” (72), these texts on the quotidien suggest changes as to where they 

occur, but, moreover, emphasize the often miserable and dehumanizing quality of modern 

life. 

Finally, with respect to neo-realism and these depictions of the quotidien, I 

observe an expansion of its neo-realism’s earlier tenets to include a conscious awareness 

of how realistic images will be presented. After a survey of definitions for neo-realism to 

show the lack of consensus for one single version, Peter Bondanella declares that, 

The controlling fiction of neorealist films, or at least the majority of them, was 

that they dealt with actual problems, that they employed contemporary stories, 

and that they focused on believable characters taken most frequently from Italian 

daily life. But the greatest neorealist directors never forgot that the world they 

projected upon the silver screen was one produced by cinematic conventions 

rather than an ontological experience and they were never so naïve as to deny 

that the demands of an artistic medium such as film might be just as pressing as 

those from the world around them.145  

                                                
145 Peter Bondanella. Italian Cinema: From Neorealism to the Present. 3rd Ed. (New York: Continuum, 
2001) 34.  
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Bondanella’s remarks are relevant to recent French texts on the quotidien for their equal 

concerns of depicting reality and the presentation of the depiction. Cantet’s Entre les 

murs, for example, borrows from neo-realism and also reflects conscientious filming 

decisions: Cantet’s interest in multiple camera shoots and a system of camera angles, his 

intentional methods of rehearsing with nonprofessional actors to produce the most natural 

performances, and his concern for framing (keeping all cameras on one side of the room 

to replicate a “match [where] you always have the teacher on the left, and the children on 

the right [so that it is] quite easy to understand who is watching whom.”146 Though 

Zavattini might disqualify the text as neo-realist for its increased reliance on imagination 

– “[artistic] choice must be made in relationship with the subject on the spot rather than 

the subject being a reconstruction following an imaginative choice” (70) – these 

contemporary texts expand neo-realism by still alerting viewers to everyday, human 

situations, but with enhancements that heighten or argue that reality, certainly, in part, 

through the availability of new versatile film technologies.  

I turn again to Zavattini to address the narrative strategies of most of the texts I 

have included which render quotidiens in process, and as such, with minimal plot. Some 

of these narratives do indeed include turning points, usually in the form of realizations or 

changes to the routine occurring very late in the film or text (Ana in Loin, Ti-Jus in Hop 

là), but most film or write the quotidien in its continuum and are left open-ended. 

Slimane’s trajectory, in La Graine et le mulet, is undetermined by the film’s close; the 

fate of the traditional farm has no real closure by the end of the third film in Profils 
                                                
146 Terry Keefe, “Laurent Cantet: The Hollywood Interview.” The Hollywood Interview. 12 August 2009. 
Web. 
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paysans; and the narrator of Dora Bruder does not intimate a future for himself, but 

rather, pauses in his wanderings to reflect on the mysteries of past troubled quotidiens. 

In this sense, the objective of the quotidien to depict individual and collective choices 

throughout a day, as a slice of the process, resonates with neo-realism’s belief in the 

grandeur and complication of seemingly trivial gestures and moments. As Zavattini 

writes, “Transforming every day situations into spectacle is not an easy thing to do; …It 

is a dialogue [between director and audience] in which one must give life, reality, its 

historical importance, which exists in each instant” (73). As such, the quotidien needs 

little more than to be shown in progress without a single, dramatic turning point, as all 

dramatic aspects, political ramifications, and other features, are inherent. Zavattini 

underscores this epic quality of the quotidien, again explaining neo-realism: 

It is the act of getting to the bottom of things, of showing the relationships 

between the situations and the process through which the situations come into 

being. If we analyze the purchase of a pair of shoes, we see before us a complex 

and vast world, rich in scope and possibilities, rich in practical, social, economic 

and psychological motifs. The banal disappears, for it never really existed. (75-

76) 

The quotidien, thus, provides an alternative narrative strategy that does not rely on such 

traditional features such as story climax or closure. If it is helpful to categorize this type 

of narrative, it might approach “modernist” cinema, which Bordwell, Staiger, and 

Thompson describe as a mode, 

in which spatial and temporal systems come forward and share with narrative the 

role of structuring the film. …narration is no longer the most important aspect of 
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the plot; other structures can compete for our attention. Hence, these films often 

pose problems of how to unify themselves: a dynamic of unity and fragmentation 

is set up within the text.147  

Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse is not only an example of this, but a film that seeks and 

relishes such discordances.  

 Lastly, I address the relationship between globalization and these depictions of the 

places and spaces of the quotidien in contemporary French culture. Often, the definition 

of globalization focuses on the economic – “the accelerated movement of capital, 

commodities, information and labour across state boundaries”148 – and as such, the 

French economy has felt its effects. An article on the recent decline of sales of several 

long highly-esteemed French “products” – military aircraft, high-speed trains, and 

nuclear reactors – due to increased global competition in those markets, states that 

commercial failures is often the consequence of a technological arrogance; while France 

boasts stellar  engineers, its high prices for products are not competitive.149 In relation to 

jobs lost in the industrial sector between 1997 and 2008, a journalist predicts the then 

French presidential candidates’ stake in reversing such trends. French president Nicolas 

Sarkozy not only voiced this concern, but alluded to the fear of France’s overall decline, 

as mentioned earlier in this dissertation, “le sentiment que l’âge d’or est passé, et qu’il 

                                                
147 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson. The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style & 
Mode of Production to 1960. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985) 381. 
148 Henrice Altink and Sharif Gemie. At the Border: Margins and Peripheries in Modern France. (Cardiff: 
University of Wales Press, 2008) 3. 
149 Jean-Michel Bezat. “Rafale, TGV, nucléaire: quand le made in France peine à se vendre.” Le Monde. 5 
December 2011. Web. 
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faut préserver ce qu’on peut”150 (“the feeling that the golden age has passed and that 

France must preserve what it can”). He repeated his refusal to “voir la France devenir 

dans cinquante ans ‘un musée’ à la ‘gloire passée’ de son industrie aéronautique et 

spatiale” (Bezat) (“to see France, in 50 years, become a museum dedicated to the past 

glory of its aeronautic and space industries”), with imminent threats to train and nuclear 

sectors also on the horizon.  

As globalization also includes the free flow of people, it is important to explain its 

effect on France in conjunction with the texts’ portrayal of changes to spatial 

configurations for the quotidien. Dominic Thomas articulates this emphasis on people 

and culture when addressing France: “One factor that remains constant is that 

globalization is not exclusively ‘homogenizing/hegemonic’ or 

‘heterogeneric/interpenetrating,’ but rather a process in which individuals and groups are 

“transformed by diasporas and intercommunication.”151 Even though the rendered 

quotidiens of these texts erodes spatial categories to spawn new ones, limitations on 

where one constructs an everyday still exist. Of France’s administrative neglect to 

recognize new and shifting populations in France, Thomas points to France’s inevitable 

vulnerability to outside forces: “France has been and continues to be transformed through 

its membership in the European Union, by Francophonie, Americanization, immigration, 

the socioeconomic determinants of the global economy, and other cultural, political, and 

social phenomena that transcends sovereign borders and boundaries” (9). He further 
                                                
150 Stéphane Delorme. “L’Afrique, la France: Entretien avec Alain Gomis.” Cahiers du cinéma. March 
2011: 35. 
151 Thomas, Black France, 14. Cites Bill Ashcroft, Post-Colonial Transformation (London: Routledge, 
2001) 214. 
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argues, as I hope I have expressed here, that studying France as a “monolithic entity” is 

no longer possible or responsible (16). The changing quotidiens of my analysis point to 

this truth, especially with regard to the new abstract sites that all French chance to 

inhabit, or the “culture in spaces that are never readily identifiable.”152   

 
 

                                                
152 Thomas quotes Homi Bhabba. The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994) 1. (Black France 
16) 
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