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ow S from the S un e 

by Jose Arroyo 

Cinema Canada: When you won the 
Radio-Quebec Prize in 1981, other 
winners were Pierre Falardeau, Yves 
Simoneau and Jacques Mety. All of 
these people continued .directing films 
and. programs for IV while you went 
into djrecting commercials. Un Zoo, 
1a nuit is your first feature film, right? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: It's not because 
I haven't wanted to make films. After 
Piwi, I wrote Un Zoo, 1a nuit - im' 
mediately, immediately afterwards. I've 
had that screenplay written for four 
years. It's taken that much time before 
the script got accepted. 

After Piwi, I was offered another 
short called Monsieur l'aviateur. Be· 
fore I started shooting Un Zoo, they 
also offered me a feature film, Les 
Portes tournantes, and they offered 
me another one while I was working on 
my film. But when you start making au· 
teur fIlms like Piwi, it's hard to choose 
the next film because it also becomes a 
choice of what you want to say. The di· 
rector side of me really wanted to make 
a movie. But the auteur side of me 
didn't want to say those things. 

Instead, I wrote my own script and 
took it to all the production houses. At 
the time, all the film projects had to be 
tied to television. And when people 
read the script for Un Zoo, la nuit they 
would automatically say that it couldn't 

be shown on TV. Therefore, it didn't in' 
terest anyone. They weren't looking for 
films - they were looking for projects 
that were eligible for as many grants as 
possible. For four years I didn't get any· 
thing but negative criticism on the 
script and almost everyone turned 
down Un Zoo, 1a nuit. But it's not be· 
cause I chose not to shoot. 

Cinema Canada: In an interview 
with Nathalie Petrowski in Le Devoir 
a couple of years ago you said, "[don't 
want the Quebecois to pay the cost of 
my inexperience." What did you 
mean? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: At the time, 
doing commercials was very badly 
looked at. It was a time when all film· 
makers passed through the National 
Film Board to make a movie. You had a 
BA in Religion or Literature and they 
called you to make a movie. We used to 
invent fllmmakers. Some were people 
who had never even seen a move being 
made. But Quebec and Canada abso· 
lutely needed a film culture and they 
hired everybody. Today, it's much more 
difficult to learn your craft. 

Look at who the young filmmakers 
are. You have to fight like dogs. You 
have to fight all the time. And to learn 
your craft, to play with a 35mm camera, 
you have to shoot, you have to shoot a 
lot. I directed commercials. I'm very 
glad I did them. And I'll continue mak
ing them. 

Amonth ago I had trouble finding any information on . 
Jean-Claude Lauzon. This month his first feature, Les 
Productions Oz' Un Zoo, la nuit, will open the 
Directors' Fortnight at the International Film Festival 
at Cannes. Soon, you won't have to look him up. The 
short, passionate, long-haired man who speaks so 
intensely will be famous. 

In 1979 Super-maire, l'homme de trois 
milliards, a film he made while a, student at UQAM 
(Universite du Quebec a Montreal), won him the 
Grand Prix Norman McLaren for best Canadian 
Student film. In 1980 his screenplay for Piwi won a 
contest organized by l'Institut quebecois du cinema 
and la Societe Radio- Television du Quebec - the 
prize was $70,000 to turn the script into a film. 

For the first 27 minutes Piwi is a tender, almost 
lyrical film about a mentally retarded man whom no 
one ever loved ' and who finds refuge in a trunkful of 
memories of his youth and his father. The last two 
minutes, however, shocked people and the film 
caused a furore. It also won several prizes for 
Lauzon. Un Zoo, la Nuit is his first film since then. 

Cinema Canada· What you're telling 
me is that you had a choice of working 
on other people's films or working on 
commercials and you chose commer· 
cials? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Yes. Yes. In 
commercials I don't say anything per· 
sonally. 

Cinema Canada: So you prefer learn
ing the technique without lending 
your voice to something you didn't 
want to say? ' 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Yeah. You have 
to understand what happened with 
Piwi. Though it was totally refused at 
the Genies, it did have a really good 
reputation here. But there was this guy 
Cohen who was an MP- from Notre· 
Dame de Grace. There were big debates 
in Parliament and he /was saying that 
Piwi was too violent, sexually violent. 
That it shouldn't have been funded by 
the government. It was as if I had done 
a biue movie. 

Cinema Canada' How did you feel 
about this furore? Do you think it hurt 
your chances of getting work? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: I found it 
funny, but it did hurt me. My mother 
called me one morning and said, "Do 
you believe they're going to put you in 
jail?" My mother was so worried. I said, 
"Why?" "They say in La Presse that your 
movie was too dirty." "What are you 
talking about?" I said. Then I read the 
paper and it was a real joke. 

Cinema Canada' I've heard Un Zoo, 
1a nuit centers on a father/son rela· 
tionship. That's also very much at the 
core of Piwi, I think. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: You're not 
going to believe me. After I wrote the 
script, I was with Denys Arcand who 
helped me a lot on Un Zoo, Ia nuit. He 
started reading my script a long time 
ago, before he was really Denys Arcand 
with all this success and stuff like that. 
A funny thing - one day I was talking to 
him on the phone. 1 didn't really know 
him. He didn't really know me. I said, "I 
want you to read my script." And he 
said, "O.K., we should meet some· 
where." And I said, "OK" And he said, 
"Well how am I going to know you. You 
know I don't really know your face." 
"Don't worry, I'm going to have a pan 
with two fried eggs in it." And I went to 
see him carrying a pan with two fried 
eggs in it. Since then we are good 
friends. 

After he saw Piwi he said, "It's funny 
you're still talking about father/son rela· 
tionships. And it's true, 1 really didn't 
know that. The writing was done and 
everything. He was the first guy to tell 
me. 

Cinema Canada· Describe Un Zoo, Ia 
nuit What is it about and what did 
you try to do? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: If 1 did refuse 
until now to give interviews, it's be. 
cause 1 do believe that a director 
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shouldn't explain a movie. People 
should look at it. 

Cinema Canada: I'm not asking you 
to explain it. There's a difference be
tween describing and explaining. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: It's an urban 

I film. I tried to do a film with a high con-
I trast. When I was younger, I was really 

impressed with Les Bons debarras -
that kind of film. But I'm from another 
generation and my preoccupations are 
totally different. I was influenced by 
some German films and some American 
films which were talking about really 
urban life. I was myself spending a lot of 
time in the evening and staying up 
really late in some funny places with 
really funny people. 

I was born to a really poor father. 
About once every three months I would 
go see him. And in speaking with him, I 
would find how I had changed. I was 
coming back a little bit stupid. I may 
drive a big motorcycle, have leather 
coat, go out really late in the evening 
and have a really funny life but ... I was 
undergOing a tnnsformation and our 
relationship was undergOing a transfor
mation. I couldn't really talk to him. 

I left home really early. I also had a 
chance to go to university. You get to 
the point where you win prizes and go 
to do workshops at the American Film 
Institute in Los Angeles and you lose 
your preoccupation with your poor, 
poor, poor father. You don't fucking 
care anymore. You want to be modern. 

I started. to write this high contrast 
movie because I was hanging out with 
other artists in weird places where 
people were dealing dope all the time -
my night life - and then having a really 
strange day life. 

What I didn't like about urban films 
like Diva or Subway is that all the 
characters are totally empty. I was look
ing for stronger characters. Un Zoo, la 
nuit is really the kitchen of Piwi and 
Les Bons debarras mixed in with, I 
don't know, Fassbinder's QuereUe. 

Even if I want to do another kind of 
cinema. Even if, in the long term, the 
kind of cinema that interests me is dif
ferent. I can't deny that which 
Quebecois cinematic culture has given 
me. However, I do think I belong to a 
generation of young filmmakers with 
totally different preoccupations than 
the previous generations. 

For instance, I think Gilles Carle is a 
great filmmaker. I think Quebec has 
produced many great filmmakers. But I 
also think there have been many films 
which lacked diSCipline vis-a-vis the 
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, 
medium. With regard to telling a story, 
with regard to controlling a shoot. 

Today, it 's much harder to make a 
film. You have to be better. You have to 
have better technique. It's no more a 
community trip. Directing a film is a 
craft and you have to learn your craft. 
The crews are now more competent 
because of all the experience they've 
gained shooting with the Americans and 
they're also more and more demanding. 
A crew will give you a lot if you can be 
efficient. 

The previous generation were really 
interested in saying something. I spend 
as much time asking myself how. I'm 
concerned with editing, mixing, light
ing, preparing the shoot.. . as much as 
with what I'm saying. 

Cinema Canada' You've said Scor
sese, Coppola and Wenders have had 
an influence on you. And now you're 
talking about people like Gilles Carle. 
How do you bring those two kinds of 
films together? What kind of an effect 
did they have on you as a Quebecois 
filmmaker? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: I would say that 
10 years ago or maybe 15 years ago 
there was another generation of young 
filmmakers who where really impressed 
by Denys Arcand, by Michel Brault and 
all the masters. The people they re
spected were local, and they tried to 
duplicate what they saw in local films . I 
myself was really touched by Forcier's 
Night Cap but at the same time I was 
looking at Woody Allen's films and 
many other kinds of films. In Un Zoo, I 
didn't put in a single reference from a 
Quebecois film. I want to make films for 
the world. I have a lot of respect for Gil
les Carle and I believe he's a great direc
tor. I have lots of respect for Denys Ar
cand, and particularly for Marc-Andre 
Forcier. But I am also very different. 

Cinema Canada' But at the same 
time, Piwi is a distinctly Quebecois 
film. It couldn't have been made any
where else. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Not, that's not 
true. Piwi was written and was sup
posed to be made at the American Film 
Institute. You're looking at Piwi only in 
one way. But just think of Piwi with a 
Mexican boy working in L.A. 

Cinema Canada: Maybe the story is 
universal but the specifics of it are very 
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QuebeCOis: the music, the depanneur, 
the way people. talk. And ' there's a 
whole bunch of cultural references that 
you can't say are from anywhere else. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: That's true, but 
I don't try to be from anywhere else. I 
am French Canadian. Even if I made 
films in Italy or in the United States, my 
memory would remain French Cana
dian. But certainly Un Zoo, la nuit is 
much less regional or local than Piwi. 

Cinema Canada: How so? 
Jean-Claude Lal!Zon: The POignard 
character, who's the lead, could be a 
character in no matter what very urban 
film. He could be German. He could be 
French. But I'm sure there are specifics. 
What I know is all from a Quebecois 
point of view. But Un Zoo, la nuit is 
going to be easier for foreigners to un
derstand than other Quebecois films. 

In Un Zoo, la nuit, for example, the 
son ends up making a deal with the 
father to go hunting. But the hunt be
comes only an ancestral tradition that 
takes into account two lifestyles that are 
very different. lf he would have been 
Spanish he would have gone with his 
father to a corrida. 

Cinema Canada: How did you choose 
your actors? Where do you find them, 
how do you find them? Do you test in 
video first? What is the process? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Yes, particu
larly for Zoo, we worked a lot on video. 
Before anything, the choice of Roger 
Lebel and Carbon 14 ... the contrast that 
there could be in those two styles. 

Cinema Canada' What is Carbon 14? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Carbon 14 is 
the most avant-garde theatre group 
here. It has an international reputation. 

Cinema Canada' Be a bit more specif
ic. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: OK They did a 
piece called Le Rail which in my opin
ion demanded an integrity which Car
bon 14 has always demanded. There is 
no one in Carbon 14 who does any 
commercials. They are not members of 
the Union des artistes (the actors 
union). They do a theatre which is very 
hard. Very violent. And the actors take 
enormous risks. Really a lot of risks. 
Where the actors must, aside from the 
quality of the interpretation, they must 
be in extraordinary physical shape. Car
bon 14 is also a troupe which unites 
people from completely different cul
tures. People from Toronto, anglo
phones, francophones - there's a high 
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contrast which gives the troupe a com
pletely international tone. 

I used three actors from Carbon 14-
Gilles Maheu, Jerry Snell and Lome 
Grass. The mere choice of them and 
Roger Lebel, the contrast between 
them, expressed for me the tone of the 
film. Roger Lebel with his side of 
"bonhomme sympathique" (Mr. Nice 
Guy) mixed up with the avant-garde 
underground. By the way, I'm very, very 
happy to have worked with Roger 
Lebel. 

I just want you to expand a little bit 
because most people who read this 
probably won't know very much about 
Quebecois theatre. 

Well, I don't want to become a pro
fessor either. If people don't know, I 
don't give a damn. Carbon 14 can't be 
explained, it must be seen. Like my film, 
I hope it will be seen. What you're tell
ing me is funny. It's like if in making a 
film you had to explain everything so 
that everyone could understand, you'd 
never finish. 

Cinema Canada' But as a bottom line 
what you want to do is communicate. 
Right? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: You want to 
push out some energy that you have to 
live with. It's two really different things 
to be a director and a writer and to 
make an auteur film. The director side 
of me just wants to be on a set but 
there 's a guy behind who wants to say 
something. 

Cinema Canada' But you want to say 
something to someone. Right? You do 
want someone to understand what 
you're saying. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Yeah, you hope 
there is somebody somewhere but you 
don't work like that. I don't work like 
that. I just push that in the air and hope 
that it's going to drop on somebody. It's 
funny, I believe there is more energy to 
push out something than to hope there 
is someone who will receive it, Even if 
I was in the desert, I would spend my 
time screaming, you understand? And 
it's not because I hope that someone at 
the other end will hear me. 

Cinema Canada: So during the last 
five years you must have been very 
frustrated. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: It was very, 
very difficult. Yes. 

Cinema Canada' When you won the 
award for Best Canadian Student Film 
at Concordia UniverSity, in accepting ' 
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tbe aware! you said, "Tbank you be
cause tbanks to tbis award, Jean 
Claude Lord is giving me a 
traineesbip_ '.' Lord was a member of the 
jury tbat year and tbat was tbe first be 
beard of it. But you got wbat you 
wanted. You were very driven. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: It's true. And 
I'm still very driven. 

Cinema Canada' So if you were so 
driven and so blocked ... 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: But you have to 
understand what was going on. At the 
time everyone was looking for Bambi 
movies. My film is not Bambi. One of 
the most fantastic things that happened 
to me - the luckiest thing to have hap
pened to me -in the last couple of years 
- was to meet Roger Frappier and 
Pierre Gendron. Really. Meeting them 
was the most because they saw movies 
other than at Radio-Canada TV. They 
saw movies. They like movies. They 
want to make films. They read the script 
and said they wanted to do it. I said, 
''You're not scared" and they said, "Why 
should we be?" 

I really do believe a lot of great au
teurs can be born in Quebec and Cana
da. But Quebec and Canada are really 
puritan. It's unbelievable. 

You can explain most of the films 
made in the last couple of years by look
ing at who has the power to get films 
made rather than at what artists wanted 
to say. If you see how the films are pro
duced, you will understand what we are 
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allowed to say in Canada. There's a lot 
of censorship in Canada. They don't tell 
you "change that" or "we don ~.t accept 
this." That's not what happens. They 
take you out to dinner and explain how 
films are made in this country. And they 
say, ''You do understand - if we put 
money in this kind of film we will get 
too many telephone calls from this kind 
of people. You do understand, I hope." 
I was very, very lucky to have found the 
right producers. And that's important. 

Cinema Canada· I think ill tbe rest of 
Canada Quebec is seen as very deca
dent and corrupt in terms of its moral
ity. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: I'm pleased 
about that. I hope Un Zoo is going to 
hit so hard in this way. 

Cinema Canada· I tbink you are part 
of tbe first generation Of Quebecois di
rectors wbo bave an audience for your 
films. In tbe late 70s, Les Bons debar
ras was considered an enormous suc
cess and it ran for sometbing like tbree 
or four montbs at a downtown tbeatre. 
Today, Anne Trister, wbich isn't even 
tbe blockbuster Le Dedin de l'empire 
americain turned out to be, played at 
several tbeatres and ran for more tban 
eigbt montbs at one of tbem. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Yeah. Well, I 
think people had enough of Beaver 
stories, I think we were too enclosed. If 
you look at the face of our politicians 
right now, the Canadian people are so .. . 

We are not too extravagant. We are too 
Nordic. We have to explode on the 
level of creativity. We have to explode 
much more than that to interest people. 
Cinema Canada· You did a worksbop 
at Tbe American Film Institute. And 
you bave a degree in film from tbe Uni
versite du Quebec a Montreal (UQAM). 
Did you see a difference in bow you 
were taugbt and wbat you learned? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: People at 
UQAM spent too much time asking 
what you wanted to say and very little 
time explaining what a crew is, what a 
technical cut is, how to plan a shoot. I 
would have preferred that they teach 
me the medium rather than drag me 
through purgatory to see if the things I 
had to say were correct. 

I profited enormously from Univer-' 
sity. I think it was an extraordinary time 
in my life both for the people I met 
there and fo: ' a few professors who 
really influenced me, like Pierre Bour
gault wh9 brought me further in my 
personal life. But as regards the tech
nique I learned absolutely nothing. 

But I don't want to shit on everybody, 
you know. Working with the National 
Film Board was great. When I decided 
to learn how to make films, I shut my
self in the NFB with a chronometer, a 
copybook and a drawing table and I 
looked at films. And I passed days there, 
weeks. I saw films, five times. I took 
notes, listened, looked .. . 

The big difference for me between 
Los Angeles and UQAM was that I learn-

• Lauzon on the set of Un Zoo, la Nuit with DOP Guy Dufaux and Nathalie Moliavko Visotzky 
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ed more about script-writing and di
recting actors in two months in L.A. 
than I did here in three years. If I had 
had the chance to study at a better 
school I would have been much better, 
much quicker. B·ut my e'xperience also 
gave me another kind of energy. It gave 
me a kind of aggressivity. 

Making films takes an incredible 
amount of energy. You have to have 
energy for more than a nice technical 
cut and directing actors. You have to be 
creative and have incredible amounts of 
energy and...if you can have only one of 
tha..-tw6,' it's better to have the energy. 
Because if you're just creative, you 
won't make films. The proof is that 
there are people who have no creativity 
who are making a lot of films jn Canada. 
You have to be crazy to make films. 

I think students in university are 
more interested in the glamour and the 
interviews than by the reality of what it 
is to make a film. Making a film is fuck
ing hard. And when the film is finished 
in Canada you have to start from scratch 
allover again. You have to fight like a 
goddamn dog. If you can't crash 
through a bay window on the thirtieth 
floor without worrying about how 
you're going to land - forget it. Sell 
stamps. Because making a film is com
pletely crazy. 

I won the first Canadian student film 
prize. Then Piwi won an international 
prize at the World Film Festival. If I 
were a boxer in Canada, if I were a 
hockey player, I would have received 
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500 times more encouragement. Once I 
finished Piwi, Radio-Quebec (who 
funded it) gave me a party. Then they 
closed the door and said hello and 
goodbye. People don't give a damn. 
Every time you make a fllm you have to 
fight like a goodamn dog. 

People who have three cappucinos, 
and talk about making films and have 
meetings to make films , will never make 
movies because they don 't have the 
fucking drive. (Yves) Simoneau is like a 
train going 100,000 miles an hour 
who's going to run over anything that 
gets in his way. If you 're on roller
skates, do not make films. 

Cinema Canada: II seems to lIIe tbat 
your fight against tbis macbinery tbat 
is now the film industry in Quebec -
tbe different organizations tbat are 
now tbe establishment tbat hallds out 
money for film - is really something 
that is beginning with your generation 
as well. This kind of establisbment 
didn't really exist before. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: I do find that 
it's funny. I was really aggressive before. 
But when you get to be 33 years old and 
you say' "cut" for the last time after one 
year's preparation and your fllm's done 
and you did spend S 1.9 million to get 
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your nightmares bibbites on the screen, 
I do understand. It 's fantastic to be a 
French Canadian. Fantastic. Really. 
There is no place in the world where 
you can get the support, where you can 
get that much money to make a first fea
ture film. It's fantastic . 

If our cinematic culture is as bad as it 
is today, it is not the fault of the auteurs. 
It is the fault of the producers and how 
they choose projects. When you start to 
think about how you are when you are 
29 years old and you have completely 
different references. You write stories 
and you speak with these people who 
go to bed at 9:30 and never go to films. 
How do you speak to them' My God l 

But you know, I've told myself, I 
don't want to put any more energy into 
talking about politics. When I'm alone 
I'm thinking "be careful." Not because 
I'm scared but because I don't want to 
become a soldier and fight against that. 
I'm an artist and I want to stay this way 
and if the system is like that, I will have 
to find a way to pass through it. I don't 
want to change politics. I don't want to 
write two lines about it. I don't care. 
You know, you can tell them, "Don't 
call me for interviews about how we 
make films in Canada." I don't fucking 
care. I want to make my next film. And 
if I have to sell balloons at the Forum to 
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do it, 1 will sell balloons. I want to be
come immune to this kind of politics. I 
want to say what 1 have to say via my 
characters and not via a stand-up 
routine. 
Cinema Canada: Tbe characters in 
Un Zoo seem based on you and your 
father. Is tbe film kind of an extrapo
lated autobiography? 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: Kind of, yes. Al
bert is a character out of Marc-Andre 
Forcier, a character out of Gilles Carle, 
whereas POignard and the other guys 
want to go away to make a film like 
Subway. You know, 1 do love the deep
ness of the characters of Les Bons de
barras. 1 don't want to be like some Ca
nadian directors who just want to be lit
tle Americans. 1 am from a specific cul
ture and 1 am really proud to be a 
French Canadian. 

Un Zoo, is so close to me, so close, 
close, to me. I was living late in the 
evening, writing scripts, making films, 
having fun. A really special life you 
know. At the same time you're looking 
at your poor father who's dying in a 
poor place and you say, "I did have a 
chance to go to university, somebody 
gave me a chance, and now I'm in a to
tally different culture from him, totally 
different. " My father had a second-grade 
education and 1 could never speak to 
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him. And when I saw him dying in bed 
for the first time, 1 was in shock. I said , 
to myself, "Even if I'm writing by myself 
at four o'clock in the morning and fuck
ing everything that can be fucked and 
believe that I am God, I am not that dif
ferent from him." Wh~n you are young, 
you spit in people's faces because you 
believe that you can reinvent the world. 
You do believe that and I do believe 
you need to. But then you get to the 
point where you look over your shoul
der and you see somebody who has 
your eyes and your nose and whom you 
never listened to. And it's not just be
cause he's related to you that you say, 
"Oh, poor Dad." You know, maybe life is 
just a bit of sperm passing from some· 
one to someone else to someone else. 
That's it. 

Cinema Canada: But you as a crea
tive person you do reinvent tbe world 
At least within the framework of your 
movies. 
Jean-Claude Lauzon: 1 wrote some
thing for Cannes, they needed an arti
cle, and I said I'm a nostalgic person. I 
do make films because I can enjoy the 
time I am in it - I do in my films what 1 
didn't have the guts to do in life. I start 
telling lies about the true story that 1 
li~ . • 
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