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Jacques Santi's 

Flag 

I
n Flag, a Franco-Canadian co-production 
directed by Jacques Santi, we follow the 
lachrymose Inspector Simon (Richard 
Bohringer) through the familiar mise-en-sce­
ne of a typical French policier. The drizzling 

Parisian streets. The unmade beds and sad 
saxophones. The tough-guy tripots, filled with 
cigarette smoke and flurries of epithets like mec, 
flic , salope, flambeur, and the ever-popular con! 

The key epithet in Flag (argot for catching a 
criminal in flagrante delicto, with his or her pants 
down) is not flag ; it's con (literally vagina; 
figuratively dumb jerk). The c-word appears so 
often in the picture, every second line of 
dialogue seems to cling to it. "Petit con!" 
Inspector Simon snaps at some mec. "Grand 
con," another mec snaps at him. "Quelmetierdu 
con," Simon says ruefully about police work. 
" Arrete la connerie !" says everybody at one time 
or another. Eventually, you want to make your 
way through those drizzling Parisian streets and 
find the con who wrote the script. 

There's not much in that script, or the film 
made from it, to sustain the interest of even the 
dullest mec in the audience. As Flag opens, we 
discover that for some vague reason, Simon has 
a deep need to bust the Dijan Brothers, a gang of 
North African thieves with connections in the 
contentedly corrupt police department and in 
the government. Because of those connections, 
Simon's slick, sleazy superior (Pierre Arditi) 
orders the inspector to dump the case and take a 
vacation. The rest of Flag could be called 
Inspector Simon's Holiday. 

We watch the inspector hanging around 
African dance clubs, Tunisian cafes, and all 
manner of illicit Parisian gambling joints. Simon 
shoots craps, plays cards, and checks out a weird 
game that is a hybrid of roulette and billiards. 
When he's not getting deeper and deeper into 
gambling, our hero bickers with his girlfriend, 
and, in one exciting scene, he separates an egg! 

The gambling milieu of Flag is populated by 
suitably shady, louche types - the kind of 
nervous, hawk-beaked, amusingly eccentric 
hoods who are the policier's gift to the world. 
Julien Guiomar (the chef in Jean Beaudin 's Le 
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The gang that couldn't shoot straight make a movie . .Jacques Santi's aim is 
off in Flag, with Pierre Ardltl (above, center, 

Matou) almost brings the film to life as one of the 
head hoods, a tortoise-faced, weak-willed 
gangster who makes threats with his face stuck 
in an inhaler. When Inspector Simon is asked 
why he is hanging around one of Guiomar's 
joints, Simon answers, Bogart-like, "The odor­
it pleases me. " It pleases me too, but unfortuna­
tely, the-odorin Flag is really just a whiff of the 
kind of pungent, underworld poetry that 
Jean-Pierre Melville got on the screen in films 
like Bob, Ie flambeur and Le Doulos. And as Simon 
wanders into African nightclubs, we get an 
equally faint taste of the atmosphere and the 
Hi-Life music that could have charged up the 
film. 

When Flag is not offering a pale reflection of 
the world according to Jean-Pierre Melville, it 
serves up a little evil according to Oaude 
Chabro!. All the main crapules, or villains, are 
seen amidst the details of their banal domestic 
lives : bourgeois apartments; dining room tables 
strewn with the remnants of dinner; proper 
mothers, wives, and daughters. Even the nasty 
Dijan Brothers appear en famille in a crowded, 
tastelessly decorated little parlor. A TV blares 
away, sexy paules sprawl on the boys' knees, big 
guns appear suddenly, and in the foreground, 
the family matriarch sits at a table calmly peeling 
vegetables. The scene, like a few others in the 
film, has a certain wit, although you might 
wonder uneasily whether it is supposed to play 
to the kind of anti-immigrant racism that 
surfaced during the last French election. 

Probably not. Flag is the most lackadaisical of 
policiers, unmarked by the kind of icepick-in­
your-ear viciousness sometimes characteristic of 
the genre. The Dijan Brothers don't get around 
to doing anything significantly nasty until near 
the end of the film ; the car chases are remarkably 
relaxed; Inspector Simon flags the bad guys 
without beating anyone up or firing a single 
shot. In fact, he doesn't even change his sweater 

until the picture is almost over. 
The laid-back atmosphere of the film has a lot 

to do with Richard Bohringer's performance as 
Simon. Famous for his roles in Jean-Jacques 
Beineix's Diva, (as the cool guardian angel who 
wears a diving mask while buttering baguettes), 
and in Jean-Loup Hubert's hit, Le Grand chemin, 
Bohringer is rapidly becoming an institution. In 
Flag, he pushes his patented style of zen 
detachment to new extremes, meandering 
through the movie, his big sleepy face seemingly 
indifferent to everything around him. When his 
old girlfriend decides to move to Montreal 
(possibly because she wants to escape a damp 
autumn in Paris for an early blizzard in Canada), 
Bohringer barely flickers one of his conSiderably 
over-made-up eyebrows. When the Inspector 
spends the night with his new girlfriend, a 
minette called Josie (Anne Letourneau), he looks 
as if he would rather be buttering a baguette. 

Anne Letourneau, who engraved herself on 
our memories as Rita Toulouse, the sweet tease 
in the Plouffe films, appears currently in 
Quebec's daily TV soap, I..n Maison Deschenes, 
and will be seen in the upcoming Les Tisserands 
du pouvoir, is one of the Canadian contributions 
to Flag . There's not much for this very talented 
actress to do in it - and even less for Donald 
Pilon, who knocks off about six lines in a 
completely expendable role. Quebecer Fran~ois 
Protat's cinematography is decently professio­
nal. 

Flag is not really an offensive movie. Like 
many other pictures, it is simply unnecessary. 
The only mystery the film generates is why did 
anyone - the young French director Jacques 
Santi (sadly, he died recently), or the French and 
Canadian co-producers - want to have anything 
to do with the project? And why would Telefilm 
invest in it? 

It is extraordinary that more than a quarter of 
a century after Jean-Lue Godard took the pol icier, 
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turned it inside out, upside-down, and then sent 
it into a spin, the French are still making films 
like Flag, and, in this case, Canadian money 
helped make it possible. 
Maurice Alioff • 

FLAG d. Jacques Santi sc. Jacques Santi, Simon 
Michel, T ansou cam. Fran\ois Protat sd. Bernard Aubouy ed. 
Fran\oise Javet sets Dominique Andre stunts. Roland 
Neunreuther, Alain Guerillot mus. Jean·Pierre Mas I. p. 
Richard Bohringer, Pierre Arditi, Philippe Leroy Beaulieu, 
Anne Letourneau, Julien Guiomar, Philippe Pouchain, 
Smain, Donald Pilon, Philippe Besson, Philippe Sfez, 
Charlie Chemouny, Laurent Gendron, Smail Mekki, Patriek 
Poivey, Michel Melki, Jean-Luc Porraz, Jean-Paul Muel, 
Jenny Astruc, Simon Michael, Philippe Alexandre. prod. 
Les Filins Ariane, Cinevideo, FR3 Films Production, 
SoprofiIms. France·Canada co-prod. running time. 104 min. 
dist . Gaumont. 

Hennenegilde Chiasson's 

Le Grand Jack 

A
cadian director Hermenegilde 
Chiasson has made, in his I.e Grand 
Jack, an incisive and multi-angled 
rendition of the rather complex Jack 
("Ti-Jean") Kerouac: an American son 

of Quebecois expatriates who grew up to 
become an internationaly known writer and the 
Beat Generation's most eloquent voice as author 
of On the Road. 

This biographical documentary, out of the 
"Americanite" series by the National Film 
Board, utilises several cinematic 'tools' in 
painting its picture of Kerouac, trying to 
separate the man from the myth, the profoundly 
giftted artist from the self-destructive, raging 
drunk. 

At the same time, Chiasson explores 
Kerouac's cultural background as an influence, 
quoting his "Everything I know I owe to my 
French-Canadian background." The term "un 
grand Jack" is a popular expression among 
French Canadians meaning anyone of particular 
great height, but its use in this title denotes a 
different kind of stature : part of the pleased 
astonishment most Quebecois must have felt in 
the early 1960s when they heard him interviewed 
in French, their particular breed of French, as a 
best-selling American writer, the man who 
coined the term 'Beat' adopted by the Beat 
Generation, Beat Poets, Beatniks, and even a 
British musical group called The Beatles. 

Born in Lowell, Mass. in 1922 to Leo and 
Gabrielle Kerouac, who had moved to Lowell as 
part of the mass emigration to the American 
textile mills at the turn of the century, he was 
raised in the totally French-speaking atmosphere 
of the French ' ghettos' and as a youth spoke no 
English whatsoever - the language which, like 
Joseph Conrad before him, he would eventually 
write in. 

His formative years are documented 
abundantly, 'csr'cciaily through his writir.g but 
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