Yves Simoneau's
Pourquoil’étrange
Monsieur Zolock
s’intéressait-t-il
tant a la hande
dessinée ?

Pourquoi l'étrange Monsieur Zolock
s’intéressait-il tant a la bande dessi-
née ? ... the title intrigues... Mr. WHO,
you think, the bande WHAT, you won-
der... but there really is no time to
wonder. From the moment it bursts
onto the screen, this film grabs you by
the hand and sends you crashing through
the frames of a giant comic strip, intro-
ducing you, at reckless speed, to its
heroes and villains... and, leaving you,
in the end, either baffled or seduced ... if
not entirely informed.

Winner of a Special Jury Award at the
Banff Television Festival in 1983, as well
as a Genie in 1984, Pourquoi I'étrange
Monsieur Zolock... is directed by Yves
Simoneau. And if, nothing else, it pro-

vides proof again that documentaries
can be, in form, both dynamic and
refreshing.

Like Gilles Carle in Jouer sa vie
Simoneau constructs his documentary
as a fiction, through the combined use
of film footage, animation and dramati-
zation. But, whereas Carle managed to
bring out the drama both inherent to the
game of chess and surrounding inter-
national chess matches, Simoneau's
film avoids all controversy and, to my
mind, brings out only the blandest facts
about the bande dessinée.

WHAT, you may ask, IS this “bande
dessinée which so intrigues Monsieur
Zolock ?" This is where the problem
starts. Although nowhere in the film is
the American comic book mentioned or
even alluded to, the bande dessinée is
essentially a by-product of American
comics The film attributes the origins of
the bande dessinée to Bécassine (1910},
a very linear, frame-illustrated account
of the trials and tribulations of a Breton
nanny. This may truly be the origins of
Tintin, but much more significantly,
bande dessinée is both inspired by and
a reaction against its American counter-
part. While the comic book is an integral
part of U.S. culture, reflecting its values
and its social structure, as well as pro-
viding it with heroes, European bande
dessinée is often a comment on Ame-
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® Jean-Louis Millette's Monsieur Zolock in an excess of enthusiasm

rican comic books ; highly polished in
form and structure, it denounces the
American culture portrayed in comics
and usually features an anti-hero. In any
event, it has become a veritable industry,
and can now be found translated and
published in American comic books,
such as Heavy Metal.

However, the fact that Yves Simoneau
opts to treat the bande dessinée as an
isolated phenomenon, although a se-
rious omission, does not detract from
the film's other qualities.

So, back to Pourquoi I'étrange Mon-
sieur Zolock s'intéressait-il tant a la
bande dessinée ?

A fan of both detective stories and
comics, Simoneau has cleverly mixed
both genres to create a documentary-
wrapped-up-in fiction. Thus, while in-
troducing us to some twenty French,
Belgian and Quebec bande dessinée
creators, Pourquoi weaves its own co-
mic-strip style storyline complete with
villain, sci-fi settings and moralistic
denoument. The interviews therefore
become only one of the elements of a
fiction.

As the film opens, the villainous Mon-
sieur Zolock (Jean-Louis Millette) is
found asking the naive Dieudonne
(Michel Rivard) to report on what he has
found since being hired to penetrate the
mysteries of the bandes dessinée. This
sets the stage for a series of interviews,
seen as flashbacks, where some of the
great names in the field - Greg, Moebius,
Bilal, Gaboury, Fred, Reiser and others -
talk about their work, their methods
and their objectives. Moving swiftly, the
camera catches them at different angles
in a succession of zooms, close-ups,
pans, side and overhead shots. And, as it
closes in on Claire Brétécher’s face,
travels alongside Christin and Goetzin-
ger, plunges down on Druillet at work in
his studio and pans over the printed
page, it recreates the quick-paced plane
and perspective changes of the comic
strip.

Simoneau travels playfully through
the dimensions of reality, bringing the
heroes to life while reducing their crea-
tors to comic strip characters, all the
while maintaining unity through imagi-
native editing and subtle music and
sound effects.

There's no need to be an ardent fan to
enjoy all this... still, it may help. If you
are totally immune to the visual style
and the pop cultural appeal of the comic

strip, you might be a hard candidate to
win over, especially where the drama-
tization is concerned. Mixing different
art forms is no mean trick in itself, but
transposing the comic strip into the
three-dimensional is virtually impos-
sible. It certainly demands a great act of
faith on the part of the viewer, and I, for
one, had to pause and reflect before
agreeing to play the game... to cast my
vote for Mr. Zolock. Even then, I would
have liked to see more of the work and
heard less of the explanations.

As the film sheds light on the bande
dessinée, Monsieur Zolock’s intentions
become clearer ; the documentary ser-
ves to unfold the narrative, and vice-
versa. But at the end, the artifice becomes
too apparent. One wonders which of the
rather banal observations has impelled
Monsieur Zolock to jump through the
window proclaiming “J'ai réussi a tra-
verser la page... a moi, le monde."” Was it
because Bilal creates atmosphere with
colour, or perhaps because Brétecher
hates routine, or maybe because Astérix
has grossed 100 million dollars in one
year (that's reason enough)... No, I think
the dice was loaded from the beginning.
Our Monsieur Zolock knew from the
start that, as the villain, he would try and
conquer all.. and this is what really
pushed him to try and fly like Super-
man. Or maybe it was just an excess of
enthusiasm for bande dessinée, brought
on by a film that tries a little too hard,
and says a little too little.
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