
Week 3 Families and Comedy

The first task this week is to discuss our 
responses to Cherchez Hortense. We are likely 
to focus on two separate questions. The first 
is about the nature of ‘comedy’ – what kind of 
film is this and what does it mean to describe 
it as a comedy? Secondly, what are the 
meanings associated with the film – what do 
we learn about the characters? Are we simply 
entertained by the film, responding 
emotionally to the characters and events or 
does the film express something else about 
French society and specifically about the 
concept of the family?

Comedy
What do we mean by comedy? Given that 
forms of art and entertainment associated 
with comedy are amongst the most popular 
everywhere in the world, it’s perhaps 
surprising that it hasn’t received more 
attention from theorists and critical writers. 
There are some important questions. Is it best 
considered as a ‘mode’ rather than as a 
genre? Something much broader than a single 
genre and in Aristotelean terms, a large part of 
all dramatic work (the other part being 
‘tragedy’). On this basis, we should define 
specific forms of comedy as separate genres 
such as ‘slapstick’, ‘satire’, black comedy, 
social comedy etc.

On the other hand, we can usefully distinguish 
‘comic business’ – the joke or ‘gag’, the 
physical act of misfortune – from the comic 
narrative – the story which develops and 
allows us to laugh at the misunderstandings 
and the consequences of actions and to be 
entertained because of our expectations. In 
this sense we can see both the business and 
the comic narrative as ‘elements’ deployed in 
other genres.

What seems indisputable is that comedy is 
rooted in social practices and is therefore 
constrained in its universality in cinema by 
cultural differences. Before the coming of 
sound, ‘film comedy’ was much more 
associated with the physical gag, now it is 
constrained by language and of all the popular 
genres in global cinema, comedy is least likely 
to travel. Since much of Cherchez Hortense 
depends on dialogue, how much is ‘lost in 
translation’ by British audiences who, even if 
they have learned French as a foreign 

language, don’t necessarily know the culture 
and the idiom sufficiently well to understand 
the dialogue fully?

We’ll explore French ‘family comedy’ further 
through two extended extracts, beginning with 
Jean-Pierre Bacri and his partnership with 
Agnès Jaoui. 

Look at Me (Comme une image, France 
2004)
In this film Jean-Pierre Bacri plays a very 
different role. He’s Etienne, a successful 
writer-publisher with a young and beautiful 
second wife and a small daughter. However, 
the focal point of the film is actually his 20 
year-old daughter from his earlier marriage. 
Lolita is training as a (classical) singer but she 
has a poor self-image, thinking of herself as 
fat and unattractive – she has been 
undermined by what she thinks is her father’s 
lack of interest in her.

Lolita has a boyfriend who is seemingly only 
interested in meeting her father. But then she 
meets a young journalism student, Sébastien. 
Sylvia (played by Agnès Jaoui) is Lolita’s 
singing teacher. She meets Etienne through 
Lolita but it is her husband Pierre who benefits 
from the new relationship. He is a novelist who 
thinks he needs Etienne’s support. 

Gradually Sylvia begins to ‘see through’ 
Etienne. The extract from halfway through the 
film features a meal at Etienne’s country 
house. The narrative is constructed around a 
performance that Lolita will give with her 
singing group at a local church. By that time 
all the characters will have revealed their 
weaknesses and hypocrisies – their 
‘humanity’. The film will end with at least one 
couple facing a happier future. 

Potiche (France/Belgium 2010)
A ‘potiche’ is a ‘trophy wife’. It’s hard to 
imagine Catherine Deneuve settling for such a 
position but that is how she is viewed at the 
start of François Ozon’s film. She plays 
Suzanne, the wife of a factory-owner in 1977. 
In fact, the umbrella factory belonged to her 
father and when her husband has a heart 
attack during a confrontation with his workers 
she takes over and sends him on a cruise to 
recuperate. 
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Her new role proves to be to her liking. She 
gets support from her son and daughter and 
her husband’s secretary (and mistress) and 
also from the local communist mayor (played 
by Gérard Depardieu) who she knew many 
years before. Far from struggling to maintain 
output, Suzanne re-organises and innovates 
and proves a highly effective leader.

The film is a creative adaptation of a play first 
performed in 1983 and generally recognised in 
France as a middlebrow ‘boulevard comedy’. 
Ozon was inspired to some extent by a stint 
following the presidential election campaign of 
Ségolène Royal in 2007 and the film has 
proved to be popular with female audiences 
appreciating a story about a successful older 
woman. 

François Ozon has some ‘form’ in this 
respect. He made his reputation as a director 
partly through a fascination with the 
melodramas of Douglas Sirk and Rainer 
Werner Fassbinder. His films often use gay 
characters and themes as well as major roles 
for female stars, both older and younger. One 
of his most famous films is 8 Women (France 
2002), a theatrical musical murder mystery 
recalling Sirk, the country house murder, farce, 
screwball comedy etc. and starring Deneuve, 
Fanny Ardant, Danielle Darrieux, Isabelle 
Huppert with younger stars.

There is a connection between Ozon and 
Jaoui-Bacri through the French theatrical 
tradition with the latter couple having written 
films for Alain Resnais such as On connait la 
chanson (1997) as well as their own stage play 
Une air de famille, adapted by Cédric Klapisch 
in 1996. 

Ozon’s most recent film released in the UK 
was Dans la maison (France 2012) in which 
Fabrice Luchini (Pujol, the husband in Potiche) 
is a schoolteacher married to Kristin Scott 
Thomas. He begins to worry about his 
developing relationship with one of his 
students, a rather beautiful young man. Also 
based on a play, this time by Spanish writer 
Juan Mayorga, Dans la maison was another hit 
in France. Claude, the young student is clearly 
a promising young writer and both the 
schoolteacher and his wife find themselves 
being seduced by his writing. It develops into 
a description of the boy’s experience of 
visiting a classmate’s house and being 
aroused by the presence of the boy’s mother. 
This supremely witty film is one of the most 
enjoyable films of the year.

 

References
I’ve now organised my blog entries on the 
films discussed on this course so that they 
can all be viewed using this ‘tag’:

http://itpworld.wordpress.com/tag/all-in-the-
family/

Alternatively, you can click on the ‘Our Film 
Courses’ button on the blog which will offer 
you a link to the material.

Over time, I’ll post all the handouts from the 
course and any other useful material I can 
find.

Roy Stafford, 9/10/2013
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