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Abstract 

A lead singer, main composer, director and a novelist, Mathias Malzieu writes extensively 
on fantasy, fairy tales and science fiction, with some of his works being considered an overlap of 
the aforementioned genres. Mathias Malzieu wrote the book La Méchanique Du Coeur which 
served as a masterpiece of love, science fiction and heartbreak. The novel was then adapted as a 
French animated music fantasy movie, in 2013, with Mathias Malzieu as the co-director, along 
with Stéphane Berla and music by the musical band ‘Dionyses’, which was cofounded by Mathias 
Malzieu, along with his school friends Eric Serra Tosio, Micheal Ponton and Guillaume Garidel. In 
the novel, the author introduces a seemingly unrealistic and fantastic event happening in the very 
beginning of the life of the protagonist Jack , when at birth his heart refuses to pump blood (due to 
an apparent congenital heart condition termed a frozen heart) and it was replaced by the midwife 
and witch doctor Madeleine with the cuckoo clock (an unrealistic and impossible surgical 
procedure). Yet Jack’s life is as realistic as anyone else’s, be it friendship, love or heartbreak. The 
nature of his life, the settings of his life experiences, the places he visits, and the people he 
encounters may vary superficially from the average boy, but his base emotions, thought processes 
and decisions do not vary at all from any teenage boy in real life. Another fantastic astuteness of 
the author is in introducing the real life character of Georges Méliès, into the novel, who is as real 
as he is fantastic. This paper is a sincere attempt at exploration of the overlapping elements of 
Fantastique and realism in the novel La Méchanique Du Coeur. 
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The word “Fantastique” signifies a genre that is concurrent with horror, fantasy and fiction. 
It is an important genre in the scope of French and Francophone literature. The genre is a bit like a 
bridge between fantasy and magical realism. With fantasy, the impossible and paranormal events 
are taken for granted in an imaginary universe, while in magical realism, the paranormal is made 
to be normal through an extensive explanation. However the major personages of the work of 
Fantastique do not seem to be as conducive to accept the paranormal as normal.  

According to Kathlyn Hume,  
Fantasy is the desire to alter reality out of boredom, longing for something lacking, or the 
need for the metaphoric images that will bypass the audience’s verbal desire. It is obvious 
that the fantasy is used in the novel to kindle enthusiasm, and to drive out the boredom of 
being normal and to make the work interesting. . .  
Fantasy is any departure from consensus reality, an impulse native to literature and 
manifested in innumerable variations from monster to metaphor. It includes 
transgressions of what one generally takes to be physical facts such as human immorality 
travel faster than light. (12) 
The genre is also seen to hold parallel elements with science fiction. Science fiction is 

usually composed of the construction of paranormal or illogical, yet unachievable events, which 
are made to be believable in the future or past. 

An amalgamation of fantasy and reality is essential to hold the attention of the readers until 
the last page. While science fiction chiefly incorporates elements from the world of fantasy, 
without the all essential pinch of reality it does not stand to serve as ‘believable fiction’. Science 
fiction usually incorporates advances in technology to explain a seemingly unfamiliar or illogical 
happening and events in the present day scenario. The author Mathias Malzieu uses the entire 
scope of fantastic and significant elements of reality in the novel.   
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The element of Fantastique in the novel was evident at the very start of the storyline, when 
Jack was born.  Jack’s biological mother visited a woman named Madeleine who was a doctor who 
often helped abandoned women during labour, although she was considered as a kind of witch by 
the neighbourhood. Jack was eventually delivered by Madeleine, but he was found to be born with 
a congenital complication, termed a ‘frozen heart’.  The heart found it very difficult to pump the 
blood properly. Madeleine took a unilateral decision to take the cuckoo clock she had and fixed 
Jack’s heart with the help of it. Fantastically enough, the cuckoo clock succeeded in returning his 
heart to its proper functioning. 

Jack’s biological mother left him with the Madeleine. Madeleine brought Jack up on her 
own. At the age of 10, Madeleine took Jack to the marketplace where he saw a little girl singing. It 
was love at first sight; however he was warned by Madeleine that such an emotion is too 
dangerous for him and gave him three rules to follow in his lifetime.  Apparently, he shouldn’t 
touch the hands of his cuckoo clock heart; he should be the master of his hanger; and never fall in 
love. She also further warned him if he ever does so, the hour hand will poke through his skin, his 
bones will shatter and his heart will break once more. 

Anna and Luna often came to visit Madeleine and told Jack that the girl was in Andalusia. 
Jack eventually joined a school but his educational experiences were much lacking since he got 
into a fight with his rival Joe and it escalated into a severe injury. Jack poked his eye out and later 
informed Madeleine. She told him to leave the area so he couldn’t be caught by the police. In the 
fight that ensured, Jack’s cuckoo clock heart got damaged and Madeleine told him to go in search 
of a good clockmaker to rectify it. Jack goes on to several other places, meets several people, and 
eventually falls in love with Miss Acacia, the singer in the market place.   

The end of the novel is fraught with conflicts between Joe and Jack as both turn out to love 
Miss Acacia and resulting in Jack tearing his heart to prove his love.  Méliès takes Jack to his 
workshop and takes care of him. After three years, Jack eventually wakes up and finds a nurse who 
tells him that she was left in care of him by Méliès who had gone to Paris. He has written a book 
titled The Man Who has No Hoax which contained the entire story of the protagonist Jack. The 
nurse Jehanne revealed that the cuckoo clock doesn’t have anything to do with the blood in his 
heart and his heart has always been able to pump blood without the help of it. On the next day, he 
goes to see Miss Acacia with a box. He instructed her to see what’s inside the box and to her 
surprise she looks at a wooden clock. She then vanishes little by little and Jack was never able to 
see her again. 

The following lines are the words of Jack the protagonist describe the feelings experienced 
by him when he glances at a little singer in the marketplace.   

I’d like to be a golden eagle, or majestically cool sea gull.  But instead I’m a stressed cannery 
ensnared by its own startled movements.  I hope the little singer hasn’t seen me. My tick-
talk sounds dull. My eyes open and I’m this close to blue sky. The doctor’s iron fist has 
clamped down on my shirt collar, gently raising my heels of the ground. (24) 
When Georges and Jack search Miss Acacia, they travel with roller boards, which though, 

seemingly unrealistic yet brings a smile to the face of the reader.   
I feel invincible travelling alongside Captain Méliès. Buttressed against our roller boards, 
we cross the Spanish border, and a warm wind rushes inside me, transforming my clock 
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hands into windmill blades. They’ll grind the seeds of my dreams and turn them into 
reality. (66) 
A Fantastique universe is not supposed to be considered as an escape into which a reader 

can delve into to recede from the pressures of the reality in which he or she lives. It is intended to 
open the minds of the readers to a reality that is not as iron cast and rigid in its elements and may 
contain significant aspects as yet unexplored. 

The realistic components of the novel include the character of Georges Méliès, Jack’s love 
for Acacia, and the description of food and historical places. Georges Méliès is known as the father 
of special effects and was the first cinematographic director. He had an extensive gift for inventing 
and was a prolific clock maker and illusionist. The man invented several ophthalmological 
equipments and the kilometric counter. He was able to construct a theatre in which a clock was 
displayed with birds that used to sing and several other profound mechanical wonders. When 
Georges and Jack went searching for Miss Acacia the places they visited, the people they 
encountered, and the food they ate were as real as it could be. 

We sit down at a rickety table to drink scalding hot chocolate and eat jam on toast that’s too 
soft. (62) 
Southward! Here we are, setting off along the roads of France, pilgrims on wheels chasing 
an impossible dream. . . Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, we lay siege to the spaghetti 
western landscape of Andalusia. Luna used to describe the South of Spain as an 
unpredictable place where dreams and nightmares co-exist, like cowboys and Indians in 
the American Wild West. (64) 
When we reach Lyon, we cross Pont de la Guillotière on our roller boards, holding on the 
back of a carriage, and passers-by cheer us as if we were the peloton in the Tour de France. 
(65) 
The fight between Joe and Jack in the novel which takes place at their school is as realistic 

as any fight that occurs in our world. No significant paranormal elements were seen in the 
incident. The situation, setting and execution of the fight is comparable to what might have been 
experienced by most people in the normal population. 

His skull cracks loudly against my wooden heart. The clapping stops dead. I dealt him a 
second blow, more violent this time, then a third. Time seems to stand still. I’d love a 
photograph to document this moment. His first cries for help shatter the silence, just as the 
first spurts of blood splatter the nicely ironed cloths of the creeps in the front row. When 
the hour hand impales itself on the pupil of his right eye, his socket turns into a bloody 
fountain. AllJoe’s terror is concentrated in his left eye, as it watches the shower of his own 
blood. I relax my grip and Joe yelps like a poodle whose paw has accidentally been trodden 
on. (43-44) 

The author incidentally was the lead French singer in ‘Dionysos’ a musical group. Since he found 
music close to his heart, there are significant musical elements in his novel such as the singing of 
protagonist Jack with his mother Madeleine. 
 We began to sing together back and forth. 
 I’ll guide you through this city’s passes,  
 And be your special pair of glasses, 
 You’ll be the match I strike,  
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 Yes, you’ll be the match I strike.” (22) 
Mathias Malzieu’s novel La Méchanique du Coeur is an amalgamation of both Fantastique 

and reality. It was eventually translated to English by Sarah Ardizzone with the title The Boy with 
the Cuckoo Clock Heart. 

Although the boy was the recipient of a seemingly impossible cuckoo clock-heart 
transplantation, the end of the novel mixes reality into this storyline as it is left hanging on a 
tether with the question of whether all this had been just a dream or a fabrication. The intermixing 
of both the genres gave rise to an impressive storyline that makes it romantic, convincing, and 
fantastic as well.  
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