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A	Note	on	the	Display	Initials
The	single	display	initial	in	this	issue	derives	from	a	logo	that	
Joseph	Rykwert	produced	as	part	of	his	commission	to	design	
the	Wips	nightclub	in	Leicester	Square	(see	pages	17–20),	and	
whose	typography	shares	certain	similarities	with	the	typefaces	
then	being	developed	by	the	artist	and	typographer	Edward	
Wright,	a	close	friend	of	Rykwert’s	(several	of	his	paintings		
adorn	the	walls	of	the	historian’s	home	in	Belsize	Park).		
At	Wips,	Rykwert	etched	this	logo	into	an	entrance	sign	and		
the	club’s	glass	ashtrays.	We	have	introduced	the	display	into		
the	essay	by	Rykwert	himself	–	a	grafting	complicated	by	the		
fact	that	a	full	alphabet	was	never	produced,	only	W,	İ,	P	and	S,	
which	meant	a	certain	amount	of	editing	was	required	to	create	
an	opening	using	one	of	only	four	letters.	Rykwert’s	archive	
contains	drawings	of	this	logo	in	both	black	and	a	combination	
green/blue.	Our	own	chromatic	pairing	in	this	issue	uses	similar	
cover	and	inside-cover	colours,	but	these	derive	more	from		
the	signature	turquoise	and	swimming-pool	aquamarines	of	
David	Hockney,	whose	work	has	just	enjoyed	a	retrospective		
at	Tate	Britain.
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Student,	artist,	engineer,	bureaucrat,	scientist	–	these	are	the	citi-
zens	of	the	ville	nouvelle.	In	the	opening	sequence	of	his	1987	film,	
L’Ami	 de	 mon	 amie	 (My	 Girlfriend’s	 Boyfriend),	 Éric	 Rohmer	 intro-
duces	 us	 to	 each	 of	 these	 characters	 in	 turn,	 consciously	 placing	
them	within	the	architectural	setting	of	Cergy-Pontoise,	a	new	town	
constructed	in	the	1970s	and	1980s	northwest	of	Paris.

Heralded	 in	 that	 fateful	 year,	 1968,	 Cergy-Pontoise	 marked	 a	
departure	from	the	much-maligned	barracks-like	grands	ensembles	
that	had	mushroomed	on	the	outskirts	of	French	cities	after	the	
Second	World	War.	The	planners	of	those	large	housing	estates	had	
thought	to	provide	the	inhabitants	with	modern	kitchens	and	bath-
rooms,	 yet	 they	 had	 failed	 to	 supply	other	basic	amenities,	 such	
as	 shops	 or	 schools,	 or	 transport	 connections	 to	 alleviate	 long,	
cumbersome	commutes	to	the	city	centre.	The	villes	nouvelles,	by	
contrast,	represented	a	radically	new	direction	in	state-sponsored	
planning.	 Much	 more	 than	 simply	 housing,	 they	 were	 to	 be	 cit-
ies	 in	 their	own	right,	offering	new	urban	 lifestyles	built	around	
integrated	and	interconnected	centres	of	living,	work,	commerce,	
culture	 and	 leisure.1	 Cergy-Pontoise	 was	 the	 first	 of	 five	 villes		
nouvelles	 to	 be	 built	 in	 the	 Paris	 region.	 Located	 on	 a	 bend	 in	
the	 river	 Oise,	 it	 was	 easily	 reached	 from	 Paris	 with	 the	 recently		
constructed	 RER,	 the	 commuter	 railway	 network	 into	 which	 the	
new	towns	were	plugged.

As	they	interact	in	this	new	urban	reality,	Rohmer’s	characters	
are	choreographed	with	a	sustained	hesitancy:	they	are	not	entirely	
sure	how	to	belong	there,	or,	for	that	matter,	how	to	relate	to	each	
other.	Their	existence	is	subject	to	a	strange	displacement	which	is	
captured	in	the	film’s	title:	what	does	it	mean	to	be	defined	in	terms	
of	a	girlfriend’s	boyfriend?2	Whether	as	characters	in	a	film,	or	citi-
zens	of	a	ville	nouvelle,	they	exist	as	the	flesh	of	a	particular	set	of	
ideas	about	the	social	and	the	spatial	–	theoretical	constructs	which	
resonated	 equally	 in	 the	 planning	 of	 the	 villes	 nouvelles	 and	 the	
making	of	films	in	France	during	this	period.

When	Rohmer	turned	his	filmic	gaze	on	Cergy-Pontoise	he	was		
doing	 so	 as	 something	 of	 a	 constructed	 subject	 himself.	 Born		
Maurice	Schérer	in	the	provincial	town	of	Tulle	in	1920,	he	became	
Éric	Rohmer	in	Paris	at	 the	age	of	30,	his	cinephilia	usurping	his	
identity	as	a	classics	teacher.	Rohmer	had	come	to	the	city	a	dec-
ade	 earlier	 with	 ambitions	 to	 enter	 the	 prestigious	 École	 normale	
supérieure.	 That	 dream,	 which	 sprang	 more	 from	 his	 parents’	
desires	 than	 his	 own,	 was	 frustrated	 by	 his	 shyness:	 tongue-tied,	
he	failed	the	oral	entrance	exam	on	three	occasions.	While	pursu-
ing	plan	B	–	teacher-training	–	he	began	to	frequent	the	film	clubs	
that	thrived	in	Paris	after	the	war,	nourished	by	the	lively	intellec-
tual	scene.	His	very	first	piece	of	film	criticism,	 ‘Cinema,	The	Art	
of	Space’,	published	under	his	birth	name	in	La	Revue	du	cinéma	in	
1948,	would	prove	to	be	of	seminal	importance	for	the	iconoclasts,	
most	of	them	half	a	generation	younger,	who	would	go	on	to	define	
the	French	New	Wave	–	Claude	Chabrol,	François	Truffaut	and	Jean-
Luc	 Godard,	 among	 others.	 For	 Godard,	 Rohmer’s	 text	 presaged	
‘the	takeover	of	modern	cinema’,	proposing	‘a	definition	of	cinema	
as	an	art	of	direction,	an	art	of	movement	in	space’.3

There	 is	 a	 remarkable	 consistency	 between	 Rohmer’s	 early		
writings	and	his	later	films.4	With	L’Ami	de	mon	amie,	the	directed	
movement	 is	 underpinned	 by	 a	 construction	 as	 deliberate	 as	 the	
ville	 nouvelle	 in	 which	 it	 is	 set.	 The	 subtitle	 of	 the	 filmscript,	 Les		
Quatre	 coins,	 refers	 to	 a	 parlour	 game	 in	 which	 five	 players	 have		
to	try	to	occupy	the	four	corners	of	a	square.5	At	the	beginning	of	

the	 film,	 Alexandre	 (engineer)	 is	 in	 a	 relationship	 with	 Adrienne	
(artist),	as	Fabien	(scientist)	is	with	Léa	(student).	Blanche	(bureau-
crat)	 is	 the	 ‘fifth	 player’,	 and	 her	 movement	 through	 the	 film	
leads	to	a	change	in	position	of	the	other	four.	Blanche	meets	Léa,		
who	 in	 turn	 introduces	 her	 to	 Alexandre.	 With	 Léa’s	 encourage-
ment,	 she	 tries	 to	 pursue	 him,	 but	 Alexandre	 is	 more	 interested	
in	 Léa,	 so	 she	 becomes	 involved	 with	 Fabien	 instead.	 The	 game	
unfolds,	and	at	the	end	the	couples	are	reconfigured	–	Blanche	with	
Fabien,	 and	 Léa	 with	 Alexandre,	 Adrienne	 now	 being	 displaced.	
This	may	be	a	neat,	symmetrical	resolution	of	the	game,	and	thus	
of	the	film’s	narrative,	but	what	draws	us	in	is	the	way	in	which	the	
game	 is	 played	 out	 through	 a	 series	 of	 very	 specific	 relations	 to	
places	in	the	ville	nouvelle,	grounding	the	abstract	geometry	of	Les	
Quatre	coins.	

In	this	regard,	the	opening	scenes	are	worthy	of	close	attention.	
After	each	character	is	established	spatially	in	their	place	of	work,	
Léa	 makes	 the	 first	 move	 in	 the	 game.	 She	 approaches	 Blanche	
in	a	cafeteria,	and	the	 two	women	strike	up	a	conversation.	They	
continue	 to	 chat	 as	 the	 film	 cuts	 to	 an	 outside	 location,	 the	 cov-
ered	plaza	at	 the	centre	of	 the	cultural	and	administrative	centre	
–	 designed	 by	 Claude	 Vasconi	 and	 Georges	 Pencreac’h	 and	 com-
pleted	the	same	year,	1979,	as	the	pair’s	infamous	Forum	Les	Halles	
in	Paris.	The	women	talk	about	where	they	live,	the	newness	of	their	
location	becoming	apparent	in	the	way	they	justify	their	domestic	
arrangements.	Blanche	defends	living	in	the	Belvédère	–	Léa	calls	
it	 a	 ‘barracks’	 –	 a	 neoclassical	 crescent	 of	 cast	 concrete	 columns	
and	mirrored	glass	designed	by	Ricardo	Bofill	and	finished	in	1986,	
just	in	time	for	filming.	Though	she	has	no	real	friends	locally,	and	
her	 love	 life	 is	 a	 ‘total	 blank’,	 Blanche	 says	 she	 feels	 comfortable	
there,	 enjoying	 her	 independence.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Léa	 feels	
rootless,	 dividing	 her	 time	 between	 her	 boyfriend	 Fabien’s	 place	
in	 Cergy,	 the	 medieval	 village	 from	 which	 the	 ville	 nouvelle	 takes	
its	name,	and	her	parents’	place	 in	the	nearby	affluent	suburb	of	
Saint-Germain-en-Laye.

This	attempt	at	locating	the	characters	through	their	dialogue	
is	doubled	by	the	way	in	which	the	camera	frames	them	in	the	sur-
rounding	space.	Their	stroll	 into	 the	plaza	 is	 tracked	by	a	gentle	
panning	of	the	camera.	As	they	pause	by	a	parapet,	Blanche	steps	
back	 to	 regard	 Léa,	 allowing	 the	 camera	 to	 frame	 her	 separately	
against	 the	 surrounding	 facade.	 Léa	 holds	 her	 position,	 Blanche	
walking	into	the	frame	to	sit	beside	her.	When	they	begin	to	walk	
again,	the	setup	is	repeated,	the	camera	once	more	panning	gen-
tly	to	a	point	where	Léa	leans	against	a	parapet,	Blanche	remaining	
apart	and	then	walking	into	Léa’s	frame	as	she	proposes	that	they	
meet	again.

The	 movement	 and	 positioning	 of	 the	 camera	 is	 as	 deliber-
ate	as	the	movement	and	positioning	of	the	characters	relative	to	
each	other,	and	there	is	enough	self-consciousness	in	these	move-
ments	 for	 the	 geometrical	 setup	 of	 the	 scenes	 to	 be	 perceptible.		
At	 the	 level	 of	 the	 story,	 this	 comes	 across	 as	 good-natured	 hesi-
tancy;	Léa	and	Blanche	have	only	just	met,	and	in	some	sense	they	
are	circling	around	each	other	as	the	camera	tries	various	ways	of	
positioning	 them	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 intricate	 backdrop	 of	 Vasconi	
and	Pencreac’h’s	vaguely	high-tech	architecture.	And	this	architec-
ture,	in	an	attempt	to	blur	the	boundaries	between	inside	and	out-
side,	culture	and	government,	recreation	and	bureaucracy,	invites	
citizens	to	appropriate	the	spaces	they	traverse.	The	acts	of	leaning,	
sitting	and	hanging	out	become	elevated	to	a	theatre	that	softens	
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the	 monumental	 geometry	 of	 the	 atrium	 and	 the	 coldness	 of	 its	
glass,	steel	and	tiled	surfaces.	The	characters’	physical	relation	to	
each	other	and	their	surroundings	is	doubled	by	what	we	might	call	
a	tonal	relation.	The	pastel	shades	of	their	clothes	are	offset	by	the	
strong	blue	and	green	of	the	building	facade.6	The	effect	is	a	soften-
ing	 of	 the	 foreground;	 they	do	 not	blend	 into	 their	 surroundings	
so	much	as	trial	a	way	of	moving	through	these	spaces,	as	if,	in	the	
brand-new	surroundings	of	the	ville	nouvelle,	this	would	be	just	as	
legitimate	a	way	to	find	a	relation	to	their	place	as	their	métier	or	
their	choice	of	domicile.7	

This	 was	 a	 place	 forged	 out	 of	 a	 combination	 of	 political	 will	
and	 technocratic	 expertise.	 De	 Gaulle	 had	 called	 on	 the	 nation		
to	modernise	and	reclaim	the	grandeur	it	had	so	painfully	lost	in	
the	Second	World	War	and	in	Algeria,	and	indeed,	in	the	immediate	
postwar	years	France	had	experienced	rapid	economic	and	demo-
graphic	 growth.	 Buoyed	 by	 the	 optimism	 of	 the	 1960s,	 the	 plan-
ners	of	the	villes	nouvelles	extrapolated	this	rate	of	growth	into	the		
long-term	 future:	 by	 2000,	 they	 contended,	 Paris	 would	 have	 no	
less	 than	 14	 million	 inhabitants,	 doubling	 its	 existing	 footprint.	
For	the	planners	of	Paris,	directed	at	that	time	by	the	charismatic	
Paul	Delouvrier,	this	massive	growth	called	for	a	new	approach,	one		
that	could	envision	‘the	city	in	its	totality’,	from	the	concreteness	
of	 the	 everyday	 to	 the	 large-scale	 form	 and	 infrastructure	 of	 the	
urban	territory	at	large.	Their	strategy	–	motivated	by	the	desire	to	
break	not	just	with	the	old	radioconcentric	structure	of	the	capital		
but	 with	 the	 mass	 production	 of	 standardised	 housing	 –	 was	 to	
channel	 future	 urban	 growth	 along	 two	 major	 ‘preferential	 axes’,	
onto	which	the	villes	nouvelles	would	be	grafted.	In	terms	of	scale,	
these	new	developments	dwarfed	existing	projects	internationally,	
being	 up	 to	 five	 or	 even	 ten	 times	 larger	 than	 the	 measly	 British		
new	towns.

Design	 strategies	 for	 the	 villes	 nouvelles	 were	 directly	 shaped	
by	 the	 growing	 denunciation	 of	 the	 grands	 ensembles,	 as	 incuba-
tors	of	all	manner	of	social	ills.	The	famous	Guichard	directive	of	21	
March	1973,	signed	into	law	by	Olivier	Guichard,	a	former	colleague	
of	Delouvrier	and	an	enthusiastic	supporter	of	the	Gaullist	project,	
effectively	put	an	end	to	this	sort	of	development.	Not	only	did	the	
villes	 nouvelles	 escape	 this	 legislative	 condemnation;	 they	 were	
actively	helped	by	the	perception	that	they	were	the	antithesis	of	the	
earlier	model.	If	the	grand	ensemble	was	the	city	taken	apart,	then	
the	ville	nouvelle	was	the	city	put	together	in	one	place.	In	the	mean-
time,	too,	these	projects	had	not	remained	in	the	realm	of	thought.	
By	the	late	1960s,	large	swathes	of	land	had	been	earmarked,	infra-
structure	works	had	started,	and	the	first	buildings	had	appeared	
on	the	horizon	of	Paris	and	many	provincial	cities.

Yet	the	villes	nouvelles	were	not	the	product	of	a	singular	blue-
print.	 As	 political	 ambitions	 shifted,	 none	 of	 them	 grew	 as	 large	
as	 originally	 planned	 and	 many	 projects	 were	 transformed	 and	
adapted	 over	 the	 following	 decades.	 The	 first	 plan	 for	 Cergy-	
Pontoise	was	drawn	up	by	 the	Prix	de	Rome	architect	Henry	Ber-
nard,	who	proposed	a	representative,	symbolic	centre	with	admin-
istrative	buildings	bounded	by	dyke-like	structures.	His	prefecture	
was	 the	 first	 building	 to	 be	 completed	 there	 in	 1970.	 A	 brutalist,	
inverted	ziggurat	–	or	‘simplified	version	of	Boston	City	Hall	out	of	
Chandigarh’,	as	Andrew	Saint	memorably	called	it8	–	the	building	
contained	a	large	public	atrium,	a	cinema,	a	restaurant,	a	bar,	an	
art	gallery	and	about	15	shops,	including	a	hairdresser,	a	shoemaker,	
a	travel	agent	and	clothing	boutiques.	This	approach	to	providing	

a	range	of	amenities	responded	to	some	of	the	everyday	problems	
associated	 with	 the	 grands	 ensembles,	 where	 the	 first	 inhabitants	
had	to	tramp	through	muddy	construction	sites	for	years,	without	
access	to	any	cultural	or	commercial	facilities.	At	Cergy-Pontoise	it	
was	envisaged	that	these	facilities	would	expand	as	the	town	centre	
coalesced	around	the	prefecture.	

Theoretically,	the	ville	nouvelle	was	understood	as	a	systematic	
and	cohesive	town	–	something	greater	than	the	sum	of	its	parts	–	
yet	the	parts	themselves	reveal	the	shifts	in	architectural	sensibili-
ties	that	occurred	through	the	1970s	and	1980s.	New	construction	
phases	were	often	poorly	integrated	with	previous	ones,	with	little	
coordination	between	the	various	architects	involved.	For	Andrew	
Saint,	again,	the	result	was	‘a	painful	jumble	of	architectural	effort	
of	the	kind	which	seems	typical	of	the	French	new	towns’	–	though	
he	had	to	admit	that	‘no	one	except	architects	seem	to	mind	the	
muddle’.9	New	residential	quarters,	 such	as	Cergy-St-Christophe,	
abandoned	the	centre’s	 late-modernist	principles	 in	favour	of	an	
awkward	 combination	 of	 smaller-scale,	 contextualist	 structures	
and	full-blown	postmodern	classicism.	Cergy-St-Christophe’s	train	
station,	 completed	 in	 1988,	 is	 a	 redbrick	 structure	 surmounted	
by	an	enormous	clock	that	signals	the	start	of	a	pedestrian	street	
which	runs	through	residential	and	commercial	perimeter	blocks.	
As	it	rises	up	to	Bofill’s	Belvédère,	the	axis	becomes	monumental,	
pivoting	at	the	36m-tall	obelisk	at	the	centre	of	the	crescent.	Tilted	
at	three	degrees	towards	the	cut	the	axis	makes	through	the	cres-
cent,	the	obelisk	marks	the	beginning	of	sculptor	Dani	Karavan’s	
Axe	 Majeur,10	 a	 monumental	 line	 through	 the	 landscape	 which	
leads	–	via	an	open	plain,	a	stand	of	columns,	a	monumental	stair	
and	a	riverside	amphitheatre	–	to	an	enormous	bridge	across	the	
Oise	and	the	recreational	 lakes	nestled	 in	 the	river	bend.	One	of	
François	 Mitterand’s	 grands	 projets,	 the	 Axe	 Majeur	 resembles	
André	 Le	 Nôtre’s	 Terrasse	 at	 St-Germain-en-Laye.	 Both	 defiantly	
mark	 the	 landscape	 or,	 rather,	 both	 produce	 the	 landscape	 as		
a	monument,	in	turn	offering	spectacular,	elevated	views	of	Paris	
on	the	horizon.

In	the	midst	of	this	axial	formality,	Rohmer	manages	to	main-
tain	 the	 playful	 hesitancy	 between	 his	 characters,	 all	 the	 while	
overlaying	 the	 architectural	 geometry	 of	 the	 site	 with	 the	 subjec-
tive	geometry	of	the	characters’	changing	relationships.	At	Cergy-
St-Christophe	 train	 station,	 Blanche	 meets	 Léa,	 whom	 she	 has	
invited	to	dinner	at	her	apartment	at	the	Belvédère.	Together	they	
walk	 up	 the	 pedestrian	 axis	 from	 the	 station.	 The	 camera,	 posi-
tioned	 directly	 on	 axis,	 frames	 them	 frontally	 on	 their	 approach,	
cutting	 through	 180	 degrees	 to	 watch	 them	 recede.	 When	 they		
reach	the	obelisk,	Léa	pirouettes,	as	if	to	perform	the	geometry	of	
the	crescent.	

A	structuring	geometry	of	relations	also	frames	the	conversation	
of	the	characters	inside	the	flat.	While	Léa	plonks	herself	down	on		
a	sofa,	Blanche	seems	unsettled,	 initially	sitting	on	the	floor,	and	
then	leaning	uncomfortably	against	a	coffee	table.	Her	unease	in	her	
sparsely	furnished	flat	is	palpable.	Léa	launches	into	a	monologue	
about	 all	 of	 Fabien’s	 failings,	 but	 Blanche’s	 restlessness	 causes		
her	to	stand	up	after	a	while.	She	moves	to	the	window,	breaking		
the	filmic	‘axis	of	action’	and,	along	with	it,	Léa’s	self-absorption:	
looking	around	the	room	as	if	for	the	first	time,	Léa	remarks	how	
lonely	it	seems.

At	 other	 times	 dialogue	 directs	 a	 more	 comedic	 sense	 of	 the	
characters’	negotiation	of	the	ambiguous	spaces	of	the	ville	nouvelle.	
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Having	coffee	with	Blanche	and	Léa	in	a	café,	Alexandre	proclaims	
his	own	satisfaction	with	his	situation:	‘15	tV	channels,	a	lake,	ten-
nis	 courts,	 golf	 soon,	 two	 legit	 theatres,	 who	 could	 be	 bored?	 …		
I	was	made	for	big	cities,	but	I	feel	more	a	part	of	Paris	here	than	if		
I	lived	right	in	the	centre.	I	cover	all	of	metropolitan	Paris	from	here,	
north	to	south,	east	to	west.	I’m	a	metropolitan	man!’	Yet	Alexan-
dre’s	 grasp	 of	 his	 geographical	 reach	 is	 undercut	 by	 what	 could	
be	 called	 a	 locational	 deficit.	 His	 air	 of	 contentment	 evaporates	
when	his	girlfriend	Adrienne	storms	into	the	café,	accusing	him	of		
not	 having	 waited	 for	 her	 in	 the	 main	 square,	 as	 they’d	 agreed.		
Alexandre	 looks	 around,	 perplexed.	 ‘But	 this	 is	 called	 the	 main	
square!’,	he	counters.	Clearly	each	of	them	thinks	the	town	centre	is	
in	a	different	location.	

Watching	L’Ami	de	mon	amie,	we	might	imagine	that	Rohmer’s	
cinematic	realism	would	offer	some	insights	into	the	ville	nouvelle	
in	 use,	 into	 its	 success	 or	 failure.11	 Rohmer	 had	 what	 his	 biogra-
phers	refer	to	as	a	‘quasi-masochistic	interest	in	new	architecture’.12	
Despite	his	classicist	inclinations,	which	caused	him	to	view	Le	Cor-
busier	as	a	‘personal	enemy’,13	the	villes	nouvelles	gave	him	a	context	
to	consider	modern	architecture	outside	his	beloved	Paris,	where	
the	perceived	destruction	of	the	historical	fabric	caused	him	con-
siderable	 anguish.	 Rohmer’s	 interest	 developed	 over	 the	 course	
of	several	film	and	television	projects,	beginning	in	1965,	when	he	
made	a	tV	version	of	Le	celluloïd	et	le	marbre,	a	series	of	texts	explor-
ing	 the	 relation	 between	 cinema	 and	 the	 other	 arts	 that	 he	 had	
written	for	Cahiers	du	cinema	a	decade	before.	Meeting	and	inter-
viewing	architects	–	among	them	Georges	Candilis,	Claude	Parent	
and	Paul	Virilio14	–	made	him	‘aware	of	his	own	contemporaneity’,	
as	his	biographers	note.	‘Filming	in	the	present,	in	a	realistic	way	…	
required	capturing	the	metamorphoses	of	the	urban	landscape	and	
the	development	of	new	spaces.’15	

The	 Ville	 nouvelle	 series,	 broadcast	 in	 1975,	 consisted	 of	 four	
documentaries,	each	around	an	hour	in	length:	the	first	instalment,	
Enfance	 d’une	 ville,	 observes	 the	 construction	 of	 Cergy-Pontoise.	
This	project	prompted	him	to	elaborate	his	 thoughts	on	the	rela-
tions	between	contemporary	architecture,	planning	and	living:	‘The	
[architectural]	 works	 are	 successful	 if	 they	 are	 integrated	 into	 an	
overall	conception	of	the	residents’	everyday	lives.	The	results	give	
rise	to	a	way	of	life…	Architectural	thought	must	challenge	itself	and	
that’s	difficult,	but	cinema	is	the	bearer	of	a	discourse	on	the	space	
of	the	city.’16

Rohmer’s	 cinematic	 work	 also	 traces	 a	 shift	 in	 attitude.	 His		
1984	film,	Les	Nuits	de	la	pleine	lune	(Full	Moon	in	Paris),	partly	set	in	
the	ville	nouvelle	of	Marne-la-Vallée,	describes	the	tension	between	
old	Paris	and	the	developments	on	its	periphery.	But	L’Ami	de	mon		
amie,	 made	 just	 three	 years	 later,	 wholeheartedly	 embraces	 the		
ville	nouvelle	as	a	new	kind	of	urban	reality:	‘Utopian	and	concrete	
at	the	same	time,	where	the	fiction	and	the	characters	can	develop	
without	 hindrance.	 Cergy	 seduced	 me’,	 Rohmer	 declared.17	 For		
him,	 this	 was	 an	 opportunity	 to	 capture	 ‘the	 first	 times	 of	 a	 city	
and	 the	 first	 times	 of	 a	 fiction,	 and	 then	 the	 way	 in	 which	 they		
take	shape’.18

As	a	filmmaker	Rohmer	was	famous	for	embedding	his	actors	
in	 the	cinematic	world	of	his	creation.	He	would	draw	 them	into	
long	 conversations	 about	 their	 lives,	 extracting	 emotional	 expe-
riences	that	he	would	later	incorporate	into	the	dialogue.	Both	of	
the	leading	female	actors	in	L’Ami	de	mon	amie,	Sophie	Renoir	(Léa)	
and	Emmanuelle	Chaulet	(Blanche),	lived	in	Cergy-Pontoise	during	

the	shoot.19	Yet,	rather	than	being	subjects	whose	experience	of	the	
place	might	be	measured	against	Rohmer’s	(or	the	planners’)	con-
cerns	about	the	quality	of	life	in	the	ville	nouvelle,	their	experience	
is	communicated	as	something	like	the	problem	of	contemporary	
life	itself.

A	‘new	way	of	life’,	with	ample	time	for	recreation	and	leisure,	
was	 the	 main	 selling	 point	 of	 the	 first	 advertising	 brochure	 for	
Cergy-Pontoise.	The	future	inhabitants,	it	promised,	would	be	able	
to	‘work	close	to	home,	slide	down	the	hills	to	bathe	in	the	lake,		
venture	 to	 the	 countryside	 or	 the	 coast	 on	 Sundays	 without	 the	
nightmare	 of	 traffic,	 go	 out	 in	 the	 evening	 without	 needing	 to	
reserve	tickets	weeks	in	advance,	enjoy	the	liveliness	of	an	urban	
centre	without	the	irritation	of	its	noise,	drive	or	leave	the	car	as	
you	please,	let	the	kids	go	to	school	by	themselves	without	risk’.20	
Lifestyle	 –	 or	 style	 de	 vie,	 to	 use	 the	 proper	 French	 term	 –	 was	 a	
new	 concept	 in	 1960s	 France,	 based	 not	 just	 on	 a	 radical	 reduc-
tion	 in	 working	 hours	 and	 a	 corresponding	 increase	 in	 con-
sumerism,	but	on	an	awareness	of	a	wide	diversity	of	needs	and		
aspirations	among	the	population.	Perhaps	not	surprisingly,	ideas	
about	 lifestyle	 became	 a	 more	 explicit	 focus	 of	 political	 think-
ing	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 1968	 protests.	 Urban	 planning	 ideology		
gradually	 warmed	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 people	 as	 consumers	 with	 the	
right	 of	 mobility	 and	 individual	 choice.	 And	 even	 though	 it	 had		
originated	 in	 the	 centrist	 policies	 of	 de	 Gaulle	 and	 Delouvrier,	
Cergy-Pontoise	became	a	beacon	of	this	new,	more	consumer-ori-
ented	approach:	its	heart	was	a	pedestrianised	shopping	quarter,		
its	 backbone	 the	 transformation	 of	 a	 nearby	 river	 bend	 into	 an	
extensive	leisure	environment.

The	 importance	 of	 leisure	 and	 consumption	 for	 everyday	
life	 in	 Cergy-Pontoise	 becomes	 evident	 in	 the	 film	 as	 Blanche	
and	Fabien	–	who	keep	on	bumping	into	each	other	in	the	town’s		
shopping	 quarter	 –	 begin	 to	 spend	 more	 time	 together.	 Rohmer	
films	them	swimming	and	relaxing	by	the	lake	among	a	crowd	of	
Sunday	afternoon	picnickers,	the	images	approximating	a	contem-
porary	version	of	Seurat’s	Un	dimanche	après-midi	à	l’Île	de	la	Grande	
Jatte.	As	they	wander	away	from	the	crowds	and	into	the	surround-
ing	 woods,	 their	 conversation	 renders	 the	 idealism	 of	 this	 image	
more	complex:

Fabien:	This	is	great.	Better	than	the	smell	of	fried	fish	and	trash.		
I	brought	Léa	here	one	Sunday.	She	swore	she’d	never	be	back!

Blanche:	I	feel	like	I’m	in	a	foreign	country.	Here	I	accept	things,	like	
smells,	that	would	disgust	me	anywhere	else.	Actually,	it’s	like	travelling	
through	time,	when	the	workers	would	picnic	on	the	banks	of	the	Seine.		
I	thought	those	days	were	over.

Fabien:	These	people	aren’t	from	Cergy.	They	live	in	crowded	tower	
blocks	in	crummy	suburbs.	To	them,	this	place	is	the	Palace	of	Versailles!

Blanche:	I	prefer	the	smell	of	hot	dogs	to	exhaust	fumes	in	a	Sunday	
afternoon	traffic	jam.

This	 smug	 commentary	 on	 their	 leisure-filled	 lifestyle	 neatly	
illustrates	 the	 perceived	 gap	 between	 the	 villes	 nouvelles	 and	 the	
grands	 ensembles,	 with	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 the	 former	 turning	 up	
their	noses	at	the	tenants	of	the	latter	–	who	are	mostly	‘workers’,	
resettled	from	decrepit	postwar	housing	or	newly	arrived	from	the	
country.	Here	the	resemblance	between	Le	Nôtre’s	La	Terrasse	and	
Karavan’s	Axe	Majeur	is	historically	instructive,	if	a	little	troubling.	
As	the	couple	wander	further,	they	reach	a	high	point	in	the	land-
scape	where	Fabien	points	out	the	way	in	which	the	different	quar-
ters	of	Cergy-Pontoise	have	been	laid	out	to	follow	the	bend	in	the	
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Oise.	The	Belvédère	appears	on	the	horizon,	its	place	in	the	land-
scape	revealing	the	ultimate	significance	of	its	Potemkin	classicism.

There	 is	 a	 risk	 in	 continuing	 to	 add	 scenes	 from	 L’Ami	 de	
mon	amie	 to	an	analysis	of	 the	villes	nouvelles.	The	more	 they	are	
described,	the	more	characters’	existential	conditions,	choices	and	
motivations	become	a	way	of	reading	the	villes	nouvelles	themselves,	
as	 if,	 in	a	kind	of	filmic	retrospection,	 the	characters’	desires	are	
seen	to	have	been	fulfilled	or	stymied	by	the	instruments	of	plan-
ning	and	architecture.	At	the	same	time,	it	seems	counterintuitive	
to	want	to	curtail	this	kind	of	investigation,	as	it	adds	a	richness	to	
the	interpretation	of	the	villes	nouvelles	at	that	moment	in	the	late	
1980s,	when	Cergy-Pontoise	was	finally	complete.	In	a	film	that	is	
so	locationally	specific	and	dialogue-heavy,	what	is	there	to	know	
or	 understand	 other	 than	 the	 characters’	 thoughts	 and	 motiva-
tions	 regarding	 the	 conduct	 of	 their	 lives	 in	 this	 place?21	 This	 is	
one	way	of	making	sense	of	the	seductive	appeal	of	Cergy-Pontoise	
for	Rohmer:	as	a	new,	concrete	place	where	a	fiction	could	develop	
without	hindrance.

The	thorny	question	of	a	film’s	relation	to	a	putative	reality	had	
been	 dogging	 Rohmer	 for	 some	 time	 before	 the	 making	 of	 L’Ami		
de	 mon	 amie.	 In	 1970	 he	 was	 interviewed	 in	 Cahiers	 du	 cinéma	 by		
Pascal	Bonitzer,	Serge	Daney,	Jean-Louis	Comolli	and	Jean	Narboni.	
The	critics	continually	returned	to	the	way	in	which	his	films’	criti-
cal	and	popular	reception	tended	‘to	take	the	discourse	proffered	in	
the	film	for	the	discourse	of	the	film	itself’.22	Referring	in	particular	
to	Ma	Nuit	chez	Maud,	released	the	previous	year,	they	argued	that	
the	film’s	success	owed	much	to	the	idea	that	‘the	reflections	made	
by	the	characters	produce	and	legitimise	the	pleasure	of	the	view-
ers,	 who	 are	 delighted	 to	 see	 someone	 thinking	 in	 their	 stead.’23	
This	problem	–	of	a	fiction	in	and	of	a	new	place	becoming	the	real	
legitimation	 of	 that	 place	 –	 followed	 Rohmer	 to	 Cergy-Pontoise,	
where	 L’Ami	 de	 mon	 amie	 was	 shown	 to	 great	 acclaim.	 The	 head	
of	 the	 development	 authority	 conveyed	 his	 gratitude	 in	 a	 letter:		
‘[Your	film]	is	a	marvellous	thank	you	to	all	 those	who	have	built	
Cergy-Pontoise,	and	please	believe	they	all	liked	it	and	are	extremely	
grateful	to	you	for	it!’24

Rohmer’s	 interlocutors	also	extended	this	problem	to	 the	way	
spaces	 were	 constructed	 in	 his	 films,	 again	 referring	 to	 Ma	 Nuit		
chez	Maud:	

There	is	a	place,	the	location	where	you	filmed:	this	place	pre-existed.	
And	 yet	 what	 is	 striking	 when	 we	 watch	 the	 film	 is	 that	 the	 further		
the	 scene	 [in	 a	 domestic	 interior]	 progresses,	 through	 the	 means	 of		
constructing	and	articulating	the	shot,	through	the	exchange	of	looks,		
a	filmic	place	 is	 created	which	no	 longer	has	anything	 to	do	with	 the		
pre-existing	place,	and	this	filmic	place	is	much	more	interesting,	it’s	the	
fruit	of	a	real	labour.25

It	was	this	real	labour	of	filming	that	most	interested	the	crit-
ics,	 committed,	 as	 they	 were,	 to	 a	 neo-Marxist	 interpretation	 of	
film’s	 effects.	 Yet	 Rohmer	 resists	 their	 attempt	 at	 interpretation,	
reiterating	his	own	account	of	his	work	as	a	filmmaker.26	Inspired	
less	by	Marx	than	by	the	realist	theory	of	the	cofounder	of	Cahiers	
du	cinéma,	André	Bazin,	Rohmer	says	that	he	looks	to	get	as	close	
to	reality	as	possible	in	order	to	show	things	‘as	they	are’,	with	the	
constructed	set	being	as	real	a	place	 for	him	as	any	on-site	 loca-
tion.	 In	a	nimble	attempt	 to	reposition	 their	dialectical	 thinking	
in	relation	to	Rohmer’s	account,	the	interviewers	call	what	he	cre-
ates	an	‘imaginary	real…	So,	we	can	no	longer	say	that	the	film	is	a	
document	on	this	set,	it’s	the	opposite:	the	set	informs	the	film.’27	

They	 are	 interested	 in	 the	 gap	 implied	 by	 an	 ‘imaginary	 real’	 –		
a	gap	which	 they	maintained	would	have	 to	be	shown	 in	and	by		
the	film,	and	which	might	indeed	constitute	the	film’s	‘reality’	as		
a	constructed	world.

Behind	 these	 differing	 viewpoints	 lies	 the	 history	 of	 Cahiers	
du	cinéma	and	the	struggle	for	the	soul	of	French	filmmaking	and	
film	criticism.	Rohmer	was	part	of	the	initial	editorial	team	when	
Cahiers	was	founded	in	1951,	and	he	became	its	editor	upon	Bazin’s	
untimely	 death	 in	 1958,	 but	 he	 was	 ousted	 in	 a	 putsch	 in	 1963	 –	
replaced	by	Jacques	Rivette,	who	then	cleared	the	way	for	Comolli	
and	Narboni	to	take	up	the	reins	in	1965.	By	this	time,	Rohmer’s	ide-
alist	view	that	‘it	was	not	the	world	that	ever	changed,	only	art’	was	
emphatically	rejected.28

Rohmer’s	theory	of	cinematic	space	comes	from	his	deeply	felt	
sense	of	the	classical,	and	more	specifically	from	the	Bazinian	idea	
of	cinema	as	the	‘seventh	art’.	In	his	very	first	published	text	from	
1948,	‘Cinema,	The	Art	of	Space’,	Rohmer	asserts	that	what	is	spa-
tial	about	cinema	–	as	distinct	from	theatre	–	is	the	relation	between	
what	he	calls	 ‘the	interior	of	each	shot’	and	‘the	total	space	to	be	
filmed’.29	This	involves	an	interplay	between	the	flatness	of	the	cin-
ema	 screen	 and	 what	 it	 encompasses,	 and	 the	 inherent	 spatial	
depth	and	movement	in	time	of	the	scenes	filmed.	The	organisation	
of	this	relation	should	not,	he	says,	end	in	an	aestheticised	image,	
but	rather	should	form	the	basis	for	new	meaning,	new	significa-
tions.	 To	 illustrate	 the	 point,	 he	 chooses	 slapstick	 films,	 because	
they	 are	 ‘the	 least	 suspected	 of	 aestheticism’.30	 For	 Rohmer,	 the	
purely	 cinematic	 humour	 of	 Buster	 Keaton,	 its	 ‘rigorous	 nature	
and	 geometrical	 activity’	 on	 screen,	 emblematises	 what	 he	 calls		
a	‘geometry	of	the	comical’.31	

Within	 a	 Bazinian	 legacy,	 the	 putative	 realism	 of	 film	 is	 not	
about	a	transparent	relation	to	what	exists,	but	is	something	more	
akin	 to	 what	 film	 historian	 Tom	 Gunning	 calls	 a	 ‘stark	 confron-
tation	 with	 the	 materiality	 of	 the	 world’.32	 Following	 Gunning’s		
analysis,	the	consequence	of	this	is	to	unmoor	‘this	new	art	from		
the	centrality	of	the	human,	from	the	creative	expression	of	subjec-
tivity,	and	even	 from	the	 language	and	rhetoric	of	meaning’.	The	
material	presence	film	makes	visible	is	‘palpable’,	but	‘untranslat-
able’.33	Gunning	emphasises	the	way	in	which	Rohmer’s	scenarios	
revolve	 around	 ‘symmetries,	 coincidences,	 ironies	 and	 pointed	
moments	of	recognition	…	the	playing	out	of	precise	scenarios	in	
a	contingent	universe’	–	all	of	which	aptly	describes	L’Ami	de	mon	
amie.	 The	 vehicle	 of	 this	 playing	 out	 is	 dialogue,	 yet	 language	 is	
an	 ‘element	 of	 his	 film,	 not	 its	 means	 of	 narration’,34	 or,	 as	 Gilles	
Deleuze	would	have	it,	‘the	character	acts	and	speaks	himself	as	if	
his	own	gestures	and	his	own	words	were	already	reported	by	a	third	
party’.35	He	characterises	 this	as	a	 free-indirect	style,	whereby	the	
speech	 act	 becomes	 autonomous	 sound	 image.36	 We	 could	 reach	
back	to	Rohmer’s	own	theoretical	pronouncements	on	this	point.	
In	his	analysis	of	F	W	Murnau’s	Faust	(1926),	for	instance,	he	writes	
that	 Murnau	 was	 able	 to	 ‘dehumanise	 those	 subjects	 richest	 in	
human	emotion’.37	

In	 spite	 or	 perhaps	 because	 of	 Rohmer’s	 meticulous	 prepara-
tory	work	with	his	actors,	and	the	particular	way	he	sets	up	dialogue	
in	this	process,	the	film	moves	beyond	a	realm	in	which	action	or	
motivation	flow	from	thought	or	feeling.	What	we	have	referred	to	
as	the	hesitancy	of	Rohmer’s	characters	stems	from	this	disconnec-
tion,	 to	which	 the	camera	bears	unstinting	witness	 in	 its	 careful,	
geometrical	setup.
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This	 interpretation	 provides	 us	 with	 a	 way	 of	 understanding	
how	subjectivity	is	produced,	not	only	in	Rohmer’s	films,	but	also	in	
the	villes	nouvelles,	as	planners	grappled	with	the	idea	of	the	towns’	
future	 inhabitants.	 In	 the	 decade	 following	 the	 upheavals	 of	 1968,	
the	question	of	how	to	understand	and	anticipate	inhabitants’	needs	
and	desires	radically	transformed	planning	as	a	profession	and	a	pro-
cess.	The	shift	in	which	the	villes	nouvelles	participated	was	not	only	a	
shift	towards	a	consumer-oriented	notion	of	lifestyle,	but	also	a	shift	
away	 from	 urbanisme	 towards	 what	 became	 known	 as	 programma-
tion.	Urbanisme	implied	the	composition	of	urban	form	–	the	tradi-
tional	approach	to	the	city	in	France,	where	urbanists	were	generally	
trained	as	architects.	Programmation,	by	contrast,	took	as	its	starting	
point	the	social	content	of	an	urban	location.	The	vast	scale	of	the	
villes	nouvelles	demanded	a	strategy	that	focused	on	 ‘the	problems	
of	the	centre,	the	force	lines,	leisure,	and	transportation	in	a	flexible	
and	living	diagram’	–	as	opposed	to	‘rigid	French-style	masterplans’.38	
Accordingly,	the	plan	for	Cergy-Pontoise	included	not	only	the	areas	
marked	for	development	but	also	the	existing	village	of	Pontoise	and	
the	forests	and	lakes	that	were	being	reframed	as	recreational	zones.	
This	 was	 a	 plan	 of	 relations	 and	 connections	 –	 an	 urban	 network,	
rather	than	a	set	of	hermetic	boxes.	All	of	this	required	much	more	
than	just	the	masterly	hand	of	a	Beaux-Arts-trained	architect–urban-
ist,	the	technical	expertise	of	engineers	or	the	norms	established	by	
a	ministry.	The	precondition	of	the	new	method	of	city	building	was	
the	intense	collaboration	of	a	large	team	of	experts	including	archi-
tects,	 urbanists,	 engineers,	 economists,	 geographers,	 sociologists	
and	 others,	 all	 working	 together	 to	 create	 long-term,	 scientifically	
grounded	visions,	diagrams,	reports	and	studies.

Yet,	however	central	programmation	became	to	the	planning	of	
the	villes	nouvelles,	its	scope	remained	ambivalently	defined.	Was	it	
a	new	type	of	expert	knowledge,	a	means	to	intervene	in	how	the	
planning	 process	 was	 established	 and	 conducted?	 Or	 was	 its	 pri-
mary	purpose	to	allow	for	consultation	with	the	future	inhabitants?	
And	what	about	the	sociologists,	who	had	a	key	role	to	play?	Were	
they	 there	 to	study	and	channel	 the	desires	of	 the	 future	popula-
tion,	or	to	study	planning	itself	as	a	sociological	process?	The	plan-
ning	of	Cergy-Pontoise	brought	these	fundamental	ambiguities	to	
the	surface.	As	we	have	seen,	the	first	plan	was	drawn	up	by	Henry	
Bernard,	who	proposed	a	representative,	symbolic	centre.	Bernard’s	
plan	 was	 opposed	 not	 only	 by	 the	 prefect	 of	 the	 department	 but	
by	the	appointed	urbanist,	Jean	Coignet,	who	criticised	its	lack	of	
openness	and	attention	to	social	life.	Coignet	had	the	bright	idea	of	
consulting	children,	because	‘it’s	them,	rather	than	the	adults,	who	
are	most	directly	concerned	with	 the	ville	nouvelle’.39	And	so	with	
the	help	of	the	Ministry	of	Education	he	organised	a	drawing	com-
petition	 in	 primary	 schools	 throughout	 the	 region.	 It	 was	 lauded	
as	a	huge	success,	attracting	nationwide	attention	–	the	Musée	de	
l’homme	even	proposed	to	analyse	the	drawings	ethnographically.	
But	funnily	enough,	it	did	not	lead	to	guidelines	for	planning.

While	 sociology	 became	 increasingly	 central	 to	 French	 plan-
ning	 during	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s,	 it	 also	 became	 progressively	

more	critical.	A	new	generation	of	sociologists	 tended	to	oppose		
the	 instrumental	 use	 of	 sociological	 data	 in	 urbanism.	 They	
no	 longer	 understood	 planning	 as	 a	 neutral	 form	 of	 expertise	
employed	 in	 the	 name	 of	 the	 common	 good,	 and	 aimed	 instead	
to	 unveil	 its	 fundamentally	 political	 nature.	 Urban	 planning		
discourse	would	be	reshaped	over	the	course	of	the	1970s	by	this	
new	 brand	 of	 sociology,	 heavily	 inflected	 with	 neo-Marxist	 and	
poststructuralist	theory.	

The	contested	uses	of	sociology	in	planning	the	villes	nouvelles	
maps	 onto	 the	 filmic	 conundrum	 debated	 by	 Rohmer	 and	 his	
Cahiers	interviewers.	While	Rohmer	was	concerned	with	the	‘real-
ity’	 created	 for	 his	 characters	 within	 the	 spatial	 construct	 of	 the	
film,	his	interviewers	were	concerned	with	the	setup	of	the	film	per	
se,	proposing	a	theory	of	film	as	a	particular	kind	of	work,	with	the	
work	of	the	critic	embodying	a	particular	kind	of	politicised	engage-
ment.40	And	so	it	was	for	the	expert	teams	working	on	the	villes	nou-
velles.	Some	–	let’s	call	them	the	‘directors’	–	were	concerned	with	
a	 sociology	 ‘on	 site’,	 specifically	 the	 ability	 to	 construct	 the	 real-
ity	of	the	villes	nouvelles	according	to	a	rigorous	understanding	of	
the	needs	and	desires	of	its	current	and	future	inhabitants.	Others	
–	let’s	call	them	the	‘critics’	–	were	concerned	with	a	sociology	of	
the	planning	process	itself,	the	very	work	of	the	construction	of	the	
villes	nouvelles	being	implicated	in	the	politics	of	the	social.	In	truth,	
these	 positions	 might	 not	 be	 so	 easily	 distinguishable.	 Yet	 this	
attempt	at	schematisation	reveals	the	fractures	in	the	understand-
ing	of	the	subjects	of	the	villes	nouvelles.	On	the	one	hand	they	are	
presented	as	having	desires	that	can	be	identified	and	channelled	
by	planners	through	their	sociological	research,	on	the	other	they	
are	shown	experiencing	themselves	as	desiring	subjects,	comment-
ing	on	their	own	position	in	a	new,	constructed	context,	but	always	
at	one	remove.	In	the	end,	Rohmer’s	characters	are	the	theoretical	
citizens	of	the	ville	nouvelle.	They	are	not	abstractions,	but	remain	
theoretical	in	the	extent	to	which	they	are	aware,	and	can	be	seen	
to	be	aware,	of	their	sociological	constitution,	defined	as	much	by	
the	places	they	occupy	as	by	Rohmer’s	own	meticulous	‘sociologi-
cal’	preparations	for	the	film,	in	which	he	‘relied	on	actors	who	pro-
vided	 him	 with	 clichés’41	 –	 his	 own	 version,	 perhaps,	 of	 children	
drawing	pictures.	Here,	filming	and	planning	enter	into	a	relation.	
The	 characters	 of	 L’Ami	 de	 mon	 amie	 are	 there	 not	 simply	 to	 live	
out,	or	be	seen	to	live	out	as	proxies,	the	expectations	of	planners’		
programmes,	except	as	they	could	be	articulated	as	the	motions	of		
a	parlour	game,	a	veritable	geometry	of	the	comical.

Read	together,	then,	the	filmic	world	of	L’Ami	de	mon	amie	and	
the	material	construction	of	Cergy-Pontoise	attest	to	what	we	might	
call	the	social	project	of	French	theory.	The	uniquely	important	role	
which	theory	played	in	postwar	French	culture	is	well	documented	–	
where	else	did	high-brow	theories,	from	neo-Marxism	to	poststruc-
turalism,	become	explicit	reference	points	for	anything	from	film	
criticism	to	state	bureaucracies?	But	taken	together,	what	Rohmer’s	
film	and	Cergy-Pontoise	convey	is	the	expansive	lifeworld	in	which	
such	theory	mattered.
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