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Quebec's Theater of Liberation 

Edwin Joseph Hamblet 

When Gratien Gélinas' TiťCoq opened on May 22, 1948, 
at the Monument National in Montreal, little did the versatile 
French-Canadian playwright realize what the repercussions 
would be. Tit-Coq ran for over two hundred performances and 
marked the beginning of a theater intrinsically French-Canadian 
in character. The successful play about the trials and tribula- 
tions of a hapless French-Canadian soldier paved the way for 
a dozen dramatists who were to contribute to the renascence of 
a highly dynamic theater in French Canada. The renewal has 
been so astonishing that Montreal now ranks only after Paris 
and Brussels in dramatic productions in the French-speaking 
world. Approximately forty plays are staged in French each year 
in Montreal, making it second only to New York in North 
America in the number and quality of its stage performances. 

French-Canadian chansonniers, poet-singers who compose 
their own lyrics and music, have long had the reputation of 
reflecting the aspirations of their nationalistic compatriots. In- 
deed, they have contributed greatly toward orienting the na- 
tionalist sentiments of their followers and have been vociferous 
in their demands for justice for the French-Canadian people. 
Chansonniers Pauline Julien, Monique Leyrac, Claude Léveillée 
and Jean-Pierre Ferland have achieved recognition and wide ac- 
claim in Europe. Yet, another group of artists in French Cana- 
da, notably the emerging dramatists, have also been eloquent 
witnesses to Quebec's struggle for liberation, whether it be 
psychological, economic, social, linguistic or political. Charles 
DeGaulle's cry of "Vive le Québec libre!" from the balcony of 
Montreal's city hall in 1967 unleashed such a furor in English 
Canada that it obscured the fact that this very slogan of the 
French-Canadian separatists has long been a major concern 
to that society's playwrights, who have been highly articulate 
as advocates of "liberation" for their people. 

70 
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Edwin Joseph Hamblet 71 

The drama of Gratien Gélinas, Marcel Dube, Jacques Fer- 
ron, Françoise Loranger, Robert Gurik, and Michel Tremblay 
attests to the vibrant nationalism that is rampant today in French 
Canada. Their drama also reveals that the actual climate is 
rather complex and cannot be reduced to simplistic terms. In- 
deed, "liberation" is used by each one of these playwrights in 
a different context. The "liberation" that they claim for their 
fellow French Canadians is many-faceted. It is not simply a 
question of black and white, with the forces of good (the French 
Canadians) pitted against the forces of evil (the English), as so 
many outside observers would seem to think. The French- 
Canadian theater of liberation advocates first of all self-analysis 
and criticism with no recourse to self-pity, nostalgia, sentimental- 
ity, or withdrawal. The contemporary French-Canadian drama- 
tists seek to cure the split personality from which the masses 
suffer in their present identity crisis; they also forcefully attack 
what they consider the myth of bilingualism, a one way bilingu- 
alism that in their eyes has left the lower classes linguistically 
impoverished; and they insist on the priority of the French lan- 
guage as the sole legitimate vehicle of expression within Quebec. 
Finally, some of the playwrights even proclaim a sovereign Que- 
bec and speak of "la nation canadienne-française." This present 
discussion will examine some of the connotations of "liberation" 
as they pertain to the works and philosophies of the major con- 
temporary French-Canadian dramatists. The psychological, 
linguistic and political aspects of the question are clearly mani- 
fest in their drama and conversation. And it should be noted 
that the primary concern of French Canada's theater of libera- 
tion is the individual and not abstract ideals. It is a theater es- 
sentially oriented to the average French Canadian, the man in 
the street, whose pedestrian life is often forgotten and ignored 
because it is supposedly of little dramatic interest. 

Quebec's révolution tranquille began slowly during the final 
days of Premier Maurice Duplessis' regime. Marcel Dubé was 
then one of the unofficial spokesmen on the Montreal stage as 
the astute observer of the psychological liberation of the young- 
er generations of French Canadians. Dubé believed that his 
compatriots had long been the victims of a crushing inferiority 
complex due to their unique cultural position in Anglo-Saxon 
North America. They had reacted, according to him, to these 
stronger outside forces in the past by a self-imposed withdrawal 
from reality, accompanied by a tenacious, paralyzing fear that 
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had all but completely drained them of personal ambition and 
self-initiative. Jean-Paul Desbiens in his crucial work Les Inso- 
lences du Frère Untei offered the following observations about 
this damaging phenomenon that grips his fellow French Cana- 
dians: "De qui ont-ils peur, et pourquoi? ... La réponse est assez 
simple: nous avons peur de l'autorité . . . nous vivons dans un 
climat magique, où il s'agit, sous peine de mort, au moins, de 
n'enfreindre aucun tabou, de respecter toutes les formules, tous 
les conformismes. La peur diffuse dans laquelle nous vivons 
stérilise toutes nos démarches."l These highly explosive remarks 
first appeared in an anonymous letter to Le Devoir, the leading 
Montreal daily, on April 30, 1960. In October of the same year, 
Marcel Dubé's heroine Florence, whose name is also the title of 
the provocative play, was to echo Desbiens' denunciation in stun- 
ning fashion on the stage of the Comédie-Canadienne. 

Florence comes from a working-class family in Montreal, but 
she has managed to secure a job as secretary in an advertising 
agency. She differs from many girls of her social background 
only in being aware that the vegetative atmosphere of her par- 
ents' milieu threatens to paralyze her existence. She wants 
desperately to free herself both physically and psychologically 
from this enervating environment. Becoming more and more 
isolated from her family with whom she is no longer able to 
communicate, she is unable to control her emotions and must 
express her repugnance at her father's complaisance and resig- 
nation: "Regarde, Papa, regarde tout ce qu'il y a autour de 
nous autres. Regarde les meubles, les murs, la maison: c'est 
laid, c'est vieux, c'est une maison d'ennui. Tu n'as pas réussi 
à être propriétaire de ta maison en trente ans. Tu es toujours 
resté ce que tu étais ... Et moi aussi, ça va être la même chose si 
je me laisse faire."2 Florence's damning remarks liberate her 
father, Gaston, who finally has the courage to face the truth: 
his life long virtue of honesty stems only from his inbred fear. 
Gaston later confesses to his wife Antoinette: 

C'est parce qu'on a eu peur de la vie, parce qu'on s'est encrassés 
dans les principes qui ne peuvent pas satisfaire des petites filles 
comme Florence. . . . Sur les bancs de l'école, Toinette, à l'église 
le dimanche, aux campagnes électorales, dans les manufactures, 
dans les bureaux, partout, on nous a appris à avoir peur. On nous 
a enseigné que la meilleure façon de nous défendre était de nous 
enfermer dans nos maisons, dans nos paroisses, à l'abri des dan- 
gers. . . . On nous a appris à avoir peur des fantômes pendant 
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qu'on nous dépouillait de nos vrais biens. C'est comme ça qu'on 
nous a éduqués. (pp. 95-96) 

Olivier, Marcel Dubé's spokesman and protagonist in "Les Beaux 
Dimanches," substantiates Gaston's position in a tirade that drew 
wide attention from the Montreal press when the play was per- 
formed in 1965: "Dans le petit cathéchisme que j'ai étudié il 
n'était pas question de la liberté ni de l'amour humains. Pour- 
tant, moi, si j'avais une morale, c'est avant tout sur l'amour et 
la liberté qu'elle serait basée. ... A l'école on nous parlait 
beaucoup plus de châtiment divin que de miséricorde. C'est 
compréhensible. Ce sont deux choses qui vont si peu ensemble. 
Et puis la peur, c'est plus rentable. . . ."3 

In addition, Dubé presents those characters who prefer the 
status quo in French Canada in a most unsympathetic light. 
Achille, a corrupt politician from the Duplessis regime, who has 
been exposed, clings desperately to the values and traditions of 
the past in Au Retour des Oies Blanches, produced in 1966. 
Achille laments the current political upheaval while he looks 
backwards for security: "Ce sera bientôt l'anarchie. Je le prédis. 
Si on ne s'accroche pas aux valeurs traditionnelles, ce sera 
bientôt l'anarchie ou la révolution. On piétinera les croix des 
églises, on assassinera les prêtres et ce sont de jeunes cerveaux 
brûlés qui prendront le pouvoir."4 Achille is so naive that, in 
Dubé's eyes, he cannot resign himself to the fact that the old 
order based on fear, religious hypocrisy, and political corrup- 
tion is being rapidly overturned. His myopia makes him one 
of the most wretched and pathetic characters of Dubé's entire 
theater. 

Marcel Dubé has been preoccupied with the liberation of 
the French Canadians from the inherent complexes that paralyze 
them psychologically. From Zone, his outstanding success of 
1953, to Au Retour des Oies Blanches, Dubé has exposed the 
plight of his compatriots who are deadened by fear, a fear in- 
bred by two centuries of dreary Jansenism and the emasculating 
mentality of a conquered people. Once these psychological 
shackles have been thrown off, there still lies the tremendous 
task of knowing and of accepting oneself. When one has achieved 
this goal, then he will be prepared to pass from passivity and 
indifference to action and commitment with full confidence. 
These are the major themes of Françoise Loranger, a relative 
new-comer to the Montreal theater. Her first two plays, Une 
Maison . . . un Jour (1965) and Encore cinq minutes (1967), 
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deal with the French-Canadian bourgeoisie and the conflicts 
between generations. This may appear banal, but the cleavage 
in French Canada between those over and under thirty-five is 
far more serious than in the rest of North America. In Une 
Maison . . . un Jour the protagonists strive to know who they 
are first of all, and in their search for identity, they express the 
need to liberate themselves by attempting to communicate in- 
telligently and compassionately with each other. The hypocrisy 
of the past is abhorred, because, as one character aptly expresses 
it, "il faut appeler les choses par leur nom si on veut les vider 
de leur contenu d'angoisse."5 

Gertrude, a major character in Encore cinq minutes, ad- 
mires her children for their frankness and confidence because 
she has been a victim of the suffocation and isolation of her 
Jansenistic milieu. She finally realizes the relief that comes from 
just being aware of the deplorable state of things and the bene- 
fit that follows when she has decided to obey her conscience and 
to liberate herself from the tyranny of her environment. Gertrude 
sees at last the necessity for a human being to become an au- 
thentic individual. Françoise Loranger, through protagonists 
like Gertrude, denounces the prejudices, fears, and taboos of 
the Pharisaic society that she believes is stifling Quebec by main- 
taining individuals in a perpetual state of passivity. In an inter- 
view with literary critic Luc Perreault, Madame Loranger has 
said: "Le milieu n'est plus frustrant sur le plan de l'écriture 
mais l'est encore sur le plan de la vie. Ce qu'il y a encore de 
frustrant, ce sont les gens en place partout. Ce sont ceux-là 
qui mettent des freins. Tout mon espoir repose dans les jeunes. 
Je les adore. Je pense que quand cette jeunesse passera à l'âge 
d'agir, elle n'oubliera pas la leçon qu'elle reçoit actuellement 
et elle se fera un point d'honneur de rester libre."6 

Freedom and action are key words in Françoise Loranger's 
drama. Her young heroine Catherine echoes the dramatist's 
main concern in Une Maison . . . un Jour: "Nier l'action au 
XXe siècle! Nier l'action quand on appartient à une petite 
poignée de Canadiens-français perdus sur un continent tout 
entier voué à l'action! C'est de l'aberration pure et simple, au 
moins reconnais-le! Condamner l'action quand notre survivance 
même en dépend!" (p. 62). Because Madame Loranger is 
dedicated to such principles, the framework of a realistic theater 
characteristic of Strindberg and reminiscent of Dubé in its 
psychology, proved to be too constraining. Thus she abandoned 
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this formula in favor of a theater of participation centered on 
the visual and the sonorous in her "psycho-drama" Double Jeu, 
performed at the Comédie-Canadienne in January, 1969. This 
new technique corresponded to the realities and the demands 
of a society in a state of constant change. In Double Jeu the 
spectators were forced to become involved, to examine them- 
selves and to re-define themselves in what the author has called 
"une cérémonie de la naissance à l'amour de la vie."7 

Double Jeu uses the frame of a behavioral test conducted 
by a Montreal night school teacher for his students, who repre- 
sent different social milieux. (Their cultural differences are 
further accentuated by their accents, representative of the vari- 
ous Montreal neighborhoods.) The professor's students have 
to identify themselves with five different personages: a young 
girl, a young man, a hermit, a surveyor, and a ferryman. The 
girl is at the center of the play's action because she must rejoin 
the young man whom she loves. Her adventures lead her sub- 
sequently to the hermit, the surveyor, and the ferryman; she 
must ask each one individually for his help, whether it be in 
crossing a swamp, forest or a raging river. 

The test represents life. Water symbolizing life in its very 
fluidity occupies an important place in the action of this "psycho- 
drama." (The author's instructions call for a raging river to be 
projected on three different screens located on three sides of the 
stage. The rushing waterway could be interpreted as the mighty 
Saint Lawrence River, cradle of French-Canadian civilization.) 
The five characters in Double Jeu represent the five most char- 
acteristic behavioral reactions of life. The young girl is life 
which is ever changing, evolving, moving backwards, or ad- 
vancing; she also personifies man's capacity to be changed by 
events. The surveyor is a responsible, committed but politically 
non-aligned individual, one who is capable of re-evaluating him- 
self. The ferryman is the person satisfied to remain on the side- 
lines and watch passively in safety. The hermit or recluse does 
not want to know anything; he does not care for any difficult 
experiences and would rather not become involved. The young 
man represents anyone who is enamored of high principles and 
who refuses all, but does not manage to escape unscathed from 
life's trials. 

The young girl, personifying the average French Canadian, 
must cast aside any inhibitions or lack of confidence that are 
deeply rooted in her psyche as she strives to reach her beloved. 
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The surveyor, the hermit, and the ferryman become formidable 
obstacles, both psychological and physical, that she must over- 
come while she pursues her goal. Double Jeu is Françoise Lor- 
anger's invitation to French Canadians to experience a collective 
creation, for in the Comédie-Canadienne production, some 248 
spectators volunteered to participate in the proposed roles in an 
attempt to emancipate themselves. Three-quarters of the volun- 
teers were under twenty-five, and of these, the girls were much 
more confident and imaginative than the men, who rarely showed 
initiative.8 

Double Jeu was directed by twenty-two year old André 
Brassard, an outspoken admirer of San Francisco's Living 
Theater. The last performance became a veritable happening, 
an affair without precedent in the history of the Montreal theater. 
During the improvisation scene two girls and three men came 
on stage. One of the girls proceeded to the center of the stage 
and quietly took all her clothes off. Then the three men fol- 
lowed suit while the second girl brought boxes containing two 
doves and a rooster, which were distributed to the men. Two 
of the men held the doves high above their heads in a gesture 
recalling the Statue of Liberty; the third man slit the rooster's 
throat with a butcher knife and eviscerated it. He then show- 
ered himself in the bird's blood. The audience, at first too hor- 
rified to stir, finally realized what was happening, but already 
the quintet had put their clothes back on and slipped quietly out 
of a side door of the Comédie-Canadienne. Then mass hysteria 
broke out among the six hundred spectators. 

Why did these five French Canadians participate in such an 
extraordinary manner in Françoise Loranger's Double Jeu? 
The group, composed of two sculptors, one mathematics profes- 
sor, and two young co-eds, said that they presented an "acted 
manifesto." In their own words: "Double Jeu . . . perpétue 
l'humiliation de l'homme québécois, représenté à un moment 
sous les traits d'un voyeur impuissant, puis sous ceux d'une brute. 
Elle perpétue ... les mythes de la sublimation. . . . Nous ne 
consentons plus à l'humiliation, à l'aliénation - nous ne perdons 
pas notre temps à prouver en paroles: nous agissons selon nos 
propres schèmes."9 Their words proved that Madame Lor- 
anger's theater public was ready to act, although she herself is 
against violence in any form whatsoever. The dramatist insisted 
that love and freedom must be sought after peacefully: "II ne 
faudrait pas entendre le mot 'libre' dans le sens d'un programme 
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de parti politique; ma liberté à moi, comme celle d'Aragon sans 
doute, va plus loin. La découverte de la liberté, c'est une nais- 
sance à l'amour de la vie."10 

In addition to questions of self-identity and personal liber- 
ation, French Canada's contemporary playwrights are the lead- 
ing cultural exponents of linguistic emancipation. The legal 
status of the French language and the quality of the spoken 
idiom are major concerns. These authors are virtually unani- 
mous in their advocacy of an unilingual Quebec. This is not 
surprising, since more and more French Canadians are coming 
to identify themselves with la francophonie, a cultural concept 
that embraces the French-speaking nations of the world. French 
Canadians call the poorly spoken French of many of their com- 
patriots jouaL (Joual is the mispronounciation of the word 
cheval in popular French-Canadian speech; it is a term used 
by Jean-Paul Desbiens in Les Insolences du Frère Untei, a work 
that has been a catalyst in French Canada's awakening.) The 
advent of French language television and legitimate theater of 
excellent quality has created enthusiastic interest in linguistic 
questions, and more especially in French as a vehicle of com- 
munication. Marcel Dubé, for example, notes this phenomenon: 
"Et puis, vers la fin des années 50, les problèmes politiques, 
culturels, éducatifs, ceux-là même de notre survie, prirent une 
telle acuité au Canada français, qui pour moi s'identifie au 
Québec, que j'optai pour une orientation nouvelle. Je pris 
conscience tout à coup de l'importance de la langue française 
comme condition déterminante, primordiale, indissociable de 
notre survivance."! 1 

As early as 1962, dramatist Jacques Ferron expressed his 
doubts about a bilingual French Canada in an interview with 
journalist Jacques Keable: "Ça ne convient pas de garder la 
langue française comme langue seconde. Ce n'est pas comme 
le 'ouolloff, qui est une langue sans bibliothèque. La langue 
française est une langue de culture, de communication. Tout 
cela ici est appelé à disparaître. ... Je ne crois pas que le bilin- 
guisme puisse se pratiquer au niveau du peuple." 12 Marcel Dubé 
also rejects the bilingual milieu of which he is a product. He is 
not against the study of foreign languages, but he shares Ferron's 
concern for the urbanized French-Canadian proletariat that must 
learn English before it can adequately master French. Dubé 
berates in no uncertain terms what he considers the debilitating 
effects of bilingualism: "Car il est impensable d'asservir les 
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masses à l'exercice quotidien de deux langues officielles et de 
s'attendre à ce qu'un groupe humain puisse se manifester libre- 
ment avec aisance dans son autonomie et ses particularismes. 
Le bilinguisme est une option individuelle, non une option 
politique impliquant des servitudes nationales ou collectives."^ 
Both Dubé and Ferron desire to liberate French-Canadians from 
what they consider to be the linguistic yoke of an approximative 
knowledge of two languages. 

Jacques Ferron has recently reiterated his stand against 
bilingualism by bitterly commenting: "Le bilinguisme, c'est 
de l'incohérence. Il n'y a pas de pays bilingue. Nulle part. Pas 
un seul. D'ailleurs, on n'a pas le choix. A sa naissance, on ne 
choisit pas ses parents. Ni sa langue. Vous enlever votre langue 
- ce vers quoi tend infailliblement le bilinguisme, c'est vous 
faire orphelin. Et ici, c'est comme ça que ça se passe. Parce 
que le capital qui n'a pas de langue, parle espagnol au Mexique 
et anglais au Québec." 14 

Ferron's bitterness on the linguistic issue is also shared by 
twenty-four year old playwright Michel Tremblay, whose suc- 
cessful Les Belles-Soeurs captivated Montreal audiences at the 
Théâtre du Rideau-Vert in the fall of 1968. Germaine Lauzon, 
protagonist of the play, lives in wretched poverty in one of 
Montreal's most somber neighborhoods. As the action begins, 
she has won a million trading stamps which must be pasted into 
booklets so that they may be redeemed. To assist her in this 
considerable task, Germaine invites her sisters-in-law and friends 
for a "stamp licking party." Germaine's sudden fortune angers 
the others who are extremely jealous. They consider her win- 
ning to be completely unmerited and unjustified, and so, by the 
time the curtain falls, they have unabashedly stolen all of her 
stamps. While plot is practically non-existent in Les Belles- 
Soeurs, the atmosphere on the surface is hilarious. The slap- 
stick ambience is accentuated by the witty dialogue that the 
characters conduct between themselves in joual, the heavy 
Canadian accent of their uneducated milieu. 

The French Canadians have long benefited from the salutary 
effects of a good sense of humor and from being able to laugh 
at themselves. The successful satirical revues that dominated the 
Montreal theater scenes a generation ago substantiate this. Yet, 
Les Belles-Soeurs is a play that is intrinsically pessimistic in spite 
of the external joviality. Baptiste's pleasantries of the past have 
become Germaine Lauzon's personal tragedy, a tragedy intensi- 
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fied because of her inability to express herself appropriately. 
Jean-Claude Germain, drama critic of Le Petit Journal, has 
made the following astute observation about the linguistic im- 
poverishment that paralyses Germaine: "A l'exception d'une 
des amies de Germaine qui a acquis un pseudo- vernis de français 
en Europe, tout le monde parle la langue du ghetto, le 'jouai'. 
Pour eux, l'impuissance n'est pas un problème, c'est une réalité 
dont ils souffrent et dont ils ne prendront jamais conscience. 
Jamais, parce que le 'jouai' - qui est une langue appauvrie et 
sans pouvoirs hors de la réalité immédiate - empêche toute prise 
de conscience."^ 

Montreal literary critic Martial Dassylva considers Michel 
Tremblay's flirtation with jouai to be futile and even accuses 
him of much too consciously cultivating an atmosphere of vul- 
garity. And he believes that Tremblay's present infatuation with 
the popular idiom is an adolescent crisis resembling acne! Never- 
theless, Dassylva is willing to concede that the language used in 
Les Belles-Soeurs will serve a useful purpose: "Le jouai des 
'Belles-Soeurs' nous rend conscients de la nécessité et de 
l'urgence de passer rapidement à l'action en ce qui concerne le 
français. Il faudra éviter les cataplasmes et faire preuve de 
radicalisme; c'est au moins une excuse valable de l'auteur." 16 
Thus, according to Dassylva, the bastardized language of Trem- 
blay's characters lies at the very core of their personal tragedy: 
"Cette tragédie commence au niveau du langage; cette langue 
punie débouche au niveau de l'existence sur des comportements, 
des attitudes et des réactions qui équivalent à des capitulations 
constantes et répétées."l7 French Canada's highly articulate 
dramatists refuse to remain silent while in their eyes the inarticu- 
late masses succumb as innocent victims to a society that reduces 
them to resignation and hopelessness. 

The question of political independence for Quebec has been 
openly treated by the Montreal playwrights in addition to the 
psychological and linguistic problems that plague the present 
generation of French Canadians. Gratien Gélinas, founder of 
the Comédie-Canadienne y ponders French Canada's growing 
separatist movement somewhat remorsefully in Hier les enfants 
dansaient y produced in 1967. (An English version of the play, 
Yesterday the Children Were Dancing, was given during the 
Charlottetown Festival at Prince Edward Island, on July 5, 
1967.) In the play, Pierre Gravel, a successful Montreal lawyer, 
has been asked to run for Minister of Justice in Prime Minister 

This content downloaded from 128.119.168.112 on Tue, 3 Sep 2013 22:01:42 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


80 Comparative Drama 

Lester Pearson's government. Gravel's oldest son André, aged 
twenty-three and a separatist, has recently passed his bar exami- 
nations with distinction; and the youngest son, Larry, is a student 
at Loyola College. André becomes involved in a separatist plot 
to blow up a monument to Edward VII, a symbol of British 
colonialism. The explosion is scheduled for election day and 
could compromise the elder Gravel's political career. The son 
refuses to desist since he is the ringleader. Due to a mishap, 
André fails to arrive at the appointed time. Nevertheless, the 
mission is accomplished: the substitute is Larry Gravel. 

The tension is Hier les enfants dansaient lies in the conflict 
between Pierre, a staunch federalist, and his ardently separatist 
son, André. The animosity is heightened when André calls his 
father "Peter." The father gives the standard arguments against 
Quebec's separation from the Canadian confederation: "André, 
listen to me: I'd believe in Separatism with all my heart, too, if 
I weren't convinced it'd mean economic suicide. . . . After en- 
joying one of the highest standards of living in the world, Quebec 
would plunge right into the muck for generations to come with 
all the foul-up brought on by the withdrawal of foreign capital, 
inflation, the whole rotten mess. . . . How do you expect Quebec 
to go it alone, lost in an ocean of two hundred million speaking 
English?" 18 These arguments fail to convince André, who ac- 
cuses his father of having a dog-on-the-leash complex: he will 
not leave the doghouse, even if the leash is removed and he is 
whipped. André on one occasion retorts: "How can you lead 
us to freedom? It's got you scared as the plague and VD com- 
bined" (p. 61). The son sees his father only as a compromiser, 
and so he loses all faith in his father's judgment. André is 
staunchly supported in his endeavors by his fiancée, Nicole, an 
audacious girl who accuses her future father-in-law of a colonial 
mentality: 

Have you any idea of what a colonial you are, even in your own 
home? An hour ago, on the phone, you were talking to your big 
boss, the Prime Minister of what you quiveringly call my beloved 
country. Had you felt the temptation, perfectly legitimate to make 
him answer in your own tongue, can you imagine how bewildered 
the poor dear great man would've been? And yet three out of nine 
of "his people" speak French. And Confederation is hardly a 
surprise - it's been around for a century! What's more, a Nobel 
Prize winner isn't usually a dunce. So? He can't speak our lang- 
uage, or he won't speak it? Either way, you can kiss every finger 
of both his hands if you want to, but personally I say, "Nuts! 
Crap!" (pp. 69-70) 
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With these words ringing in his ears, and humiliated and 
compromised by his son's political activities, Pierre Gravel 
musters enough courage to keep a speaking engagement before 
the Canadian Club in Toronto. The course of events oblige 
him to add the following remarks to the end of his speech: 
"Gentlemen ... by now, you all know that my house is divided 
over the problem - that together - we have faced today. ... I 
know that you share my distress, and that of my wife. . . . For 
my divided house will not go down without shaking yours to its 
very foundations" (pp. 75-76). With these words of warning, 
Gratien Gélinas brings down the curtain on a play that expresses 
his regrets at the deteriorating relationship between father and 
son and at the unsatisfactory political climate in Quebec. 

Gélinas presents both the federalist and the separatist posi- 
tions objectively in Hier les enfants dansaient, but Jacques Fer- 
ron does not conceal his frank anti-establishment sentiment in 
Les Grands Soleils, performed in 1968 by the Théâtre du Nou- 
veau Monde. And on more than one occasion he has emphasized 
his stand: "Ce qui me déplaît le plus, c'est cette classe bourgeoise 
qui ne se justifie plus aujourd'hui . . . une classe bourgeoise 
de pays colonisé. . . . Elle existe encore . . . par exemple, prenez 
ces gens qui disent que la Constitution canadienne est accept- 
able. . . ."19 Ferron, a medical doctor and a socialist, blames 
the French-Canadian bourgeoisie for the present predicament 
of Quebec. It is precisely this strongly entrenched middle-class 
minority, he claims, that is responsible for the traditional ex- 
pressions of patriotism in French Canada. Ferron believes that 
patriotism and literature are closely united and that it is the duty 
of the French-Canadian playwright to infuse a spirit of nation- 
alistic passion into his writings. 

Ferron calls for a re-evaluation of the teaching of history 
and patriotism in Quebec education in order to liberate it from 
a sentimental bourgeois orientation. And the theater offers one 
excellent means of presenting his message. Les Grands Soleils 
is a patriotic play that tells the story of Dr. Jean-Olivier Chénier, 
one of the French-Canadian patriots of the 1837 Rebellion, who 
was hanged at St. Eustache. Chénier is pitted against two parti- 
sans of the status quo: the parish priest of St. Eustache and Félix 
Poutré, a well-to-do farmer and collaborator. The priest, em- 
bodying the very spirit of resignation and passiveness that Ferron 
detests, admonishes Elizabeth, a staunch supporter of Chénier, 
in the following manner: "Vous avez vu la Patrie avec un grand 
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T' comme une grande pipe, une Patrie de fumée qui vous a 
caché le principal. Nous sommes un peuple d'habitants."20 

Ferron closely identifies with Chénier, his protagonist, and 
has even named one of his sons after him. 1837 is a key date 
for the playwright, for it was at this moment that the French 
Canadians first conceived of themselves as a distinct people as 
a result of Chénieťs efforts. Ferron even goes as far to compare 
his hero with Ché Guevara: "Chénier est mort dans un combat 
aussi désespéré que celui de Guevara, au terme d'une pièce qui 
est d'ailleurs tout autre chose qu'une pièce à thèse, mais une 
broderie subtile sur un mouvement symbolique de l'histoire du 
Québec. ... La pièce est devenue un cérémonial: d'une petite 
défaite, on fait une victoire, à inscrire dans le reste du monde 
pour situer le Québec au nombre des petits peuples qui se 
libèrent."2l Chénier's big mistake, according to the playwright, 
was not to have been able to read Guevara. However, the his- 
toric figure seems to be a pretext for Ferron to exalt the spirit 
of 1837 as the ideal which should motivate all Quebecers worthy 
of the name. Martial Dassylva has described Chénier's role in 
Les Grands Soleils as having the effect of a low Mass recited 
with much appreciation and devotion.22 Chénier is hardly de- 
veloped as an individual character, for he is more a marionnette 
who acts out his master's will. Nevertheless, there is little doubt 
about the dramatist's sincerity and honesty in his attempt to re- 
interpret Chénier's influence on the evolution of French-Canadian 
political thinking. 

General DeGaulle's "Vive le Québec libre!" inspired Fran- 
çoise Loranger to write a provocative play that was one of the 
most outstanding successes of the 1968 Montreal theater season. 
Her Le Chemin du Roy was described in a press communiqué 
as a "marvelous happening by the people."23 Under the guise 
of fantasy, spectacle and comedy, a whole people found once 
more for a few moments a certain reason for existence. The 
production attempted to show the truth concealed from the pub- 
lic by mass media. In this respect, Le Chemin du Roy was a 
dramatic manifesto, a shocking spectacle in which conventional 
theater traditions disappeared as the dramatist portrayed the 
"real reactions" of Pearson, Diefenbaker, Marchand, and Le- 
sage. Their reaction to the French president became comical 
in her work because they appeared simply overwhelmed by the 
historical consequences of the times.24 

A hockey game with Quebec challenging Ottawa forms the 
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action in Le Chemin du Roy, a play that has been dubbed a 
patriotic comedy, a political satire. The comedians do not identi- 
fy with any specific occupational role, but change spontaneously 
from politician to journalist, from choir master to policeman 
almost improvisationally. Also, this unusual work gives the 
French-Canadian viewpoint by citing directly the speeches and 
declarations of the political personalities portrayed. 

Each rehearsal of Le Chemin du Roy resulted in the text 
being transformed, re-thought and rewritten. The playwright 
sought to reconstruct the historic visit that, in Martial Dassylva's 
words, "devait faire vibrer certaines cordes sensibles de l'âme 
canadienne-française et faire remonter à la surface certaines sus- 
ceptibilités de l'âme canadienne-anglaise: c'est sur cette dichoto- 
mie qu'est bâtie la pièce."25 Madame Loranger brought theater 
to the street in her attempt to relive DeGaulle's journey as it was 
experienced emotionally in Canada by eye witnesses and around 
the world through newspapers and television. In her exuber- 
ance, the dramatist reported the truth as she interpreted it, while 
dramatizing the untenable situation (according to separatist 
thought) that French-speaking Quebecers confront every day. 

The pro-separatist sentiment of Françoise Loranger prevents 
her from presenting the completely objective picture of the poli- 
tical scene in French Canada that Gratien Gélinas manages so 
skillfully in Hier les enfants dansaient. She has publicly professed 
her faith in an independent French-Canadian republic not only 
in Le Chemin du Roy on the stage, but also in an interview with 
novelist Jean Basile: "Pour elle, l'indépendance du Québec, 
qu'elle souhaite dans les trois ans (sinon ce sera trop tard), n'est 
ni une apocalypse ni une eschatologie. Ce but n'est qu'une étape. 
Phrase grave, mais dite dans un sourire, phrase joyeuse, mais 
dite avec un rien de nostalgie."26 

DeGaulle's memorable adventure into Canada's internal af- 
fairs stirred another French-Canadian playwright besides Fran- 
çoise Loranger to commemorate the event on the stage. Robert 
Gurik transplanted Shakespeare's Hamlet to the banks of the 
Saint Lawrence in his imaginative Hamlet, Prince du Québec, 
one of the most original plays to have been performed in Mon- 
treal in recent years. Gurik found a rapport between the ex- 
plosive political atmosphere in Hamlet's Denmark and the 
climate in French Canada upon DeGaulle's departure. Gurik's 
work, which was written in two weeks, proved to be the most 
controversial production of the 1968 theater season in Montreal. 
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He expressed to journalist Alain Pontaut his reasons for doing 
this transposition of Shakespeare's tragedy: "J'ai écrit ce texte 
dans le but de traduire au théâtre une sensibilisation du public 
à l'environnement presse-radio-télé de façon à essayer d'entre- 
bâiller une porte vers un prochain théâtre, à voir jusqu'où on 
peut aller dans le cérémonial d'actualité."27 Thus, the esthetic 
implications of the reactions to DeGaulle were just as important 
to Gurik as the political inferences for the future of French 
Canada as a collective entity. 

Hamlet represents all the doubts and hesitations of Quebec, 
while his step-father, Claudius the king, personifies the English- 
speaking commonwealth and its economic and political power. 
Hamlet's mother, Queen Gertrude, is Holy Mother Church, who 
has collaborated with the Anglo-Saxons by accepting compro- 
mises in order to perpetuate her domination in the kingdom. 
Polonius is former Canadian Prime Minister Lester Pearson, the 
king's lackey and executive instrument. The kingdom of Quebec 
is torn between two conflicting tendencies: the federalists, Laerte 
(Trudeau), Guildenstern (Marchand) and Rosencrantz (Pel- 
letier); and the independentists, Horatio (Lévesque) and the 
Officer-of-the-Rhine (Bourgault). The play opens in a ceme- 
tery where two gravediggers, who represent the French-Canadian 
masses, are playing cards. A freshly dug grave (Quebec's?) is 
situated not far from a tombstone erected to Maurice Duples- 
sis' memory. One of the gravediggers boasts that he has been 
fortunate in love, for he has sired six children who will help 
Quebec's revenge of the cradle. He is promptly called a rabbit 
and not a man. Since these two laborers do not speak English, 
these is no other type of employment available to them. 

Laerte-Trudeau goes to Ottawa to follow in the footsteps of 
his father, Polonius-Pearson. Hamlet, in the meantime, appears 
on stage still in a state of shock over the death of his father, 
France, and over his mother's marriage to Claudius. Horatio- 
Lévesque, Hamlet's friend, tells him that he has seen the ghost 
of the Prince's real father, France, personified by DeGaulle 
during his visit to the kingdom. Hamlet then accompanies 
Horatio-Lévesque and Officer-of-the-Rhine-Bourgault to the 
place of the ramparts called "the balcony" where the murdered 
king, France, appears. France, speaking with DeGaulle's voice, 
informs Hamlet that Claudius usurped the throne with the col- 
laboration of the Queen. Young Hamlet is urged by his father's 
ghost to liberate the kingdom. This the Prince vows to ac- 
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complish. In order not to arouse suspicions, he feigns insanity. 
Hamlet's peculiar behavior worries the King and Queen who 

try to discover the cause of his folly through Guildenstern- 
Marchand and Rosencrantz-Pelletier. Polonius-Pearson advises 
the King to bring Hamlet and Orphélie-Lesage together. Ham- 
let tries to expose the King by directing a group of actors who 
represent well-known Montreal theater personalities, Jean Gas- 
con, Yvette Brinď Amour, and Gratien Gélinas, in a skit that 
depicts his father's death as revealed by the ghost. The King 
becomes suspicious of Hamlet's insanity and decides to send him 
off to England so that he will not cause trouble. He asks England, 
through his ambassadors, Guildenstern and Rosencrantz, to im- 
prison Hamlet for life. The Queen attempts to reason with her 
son, who reproaches her for all the harm that she has created in 
the kingdom. At this moment, he accidentally kills Polonius- 
Pearson whom he had mistaken for the King. Consequently, 
Hamlet leaves the country. Laerte-Trudeau returns to revenge 
his father's murder and plots with the King to do away with Ham- 
let. Orphélie-Lesage becomes insane and drowns herself because 
her father's death and Hamlet's rejection prove to be more than 
she can cope with. 

Hamlet discusses Quebec's difficulties with Horatio-Lévesque. 
The final scene takes place at Orphélie's burial. Laerte-Trudeau, 
conspiring with the King, mortally wounds Hamlet in a seem- 
ingly innocent tournament. The Prince, however, manages to 
muster enough strength to kill both Laerte and Claudius, while 
the Queen dies after drinking a goblet of poisoned wine original- 
ly designated for her son. Hamlet expires in the arms of Horatio 
and the Officer-of-the-Rhine. The Prince hopes that his death 
will symbolize the end of a passive and fearful generation of 
French Canadians and will assure them complete political inde- 
pendence. His last words express the sole purpose of his exist- 
ence: "II faut que vive un Québec libre: sortir de la fange des 
compromis, de l'esclavage, briser les chaînes qu'hypocritement 
nous avons nous-mêmes forgées. Il faut que ma mort serve aux 
autres."28 

Robert Gurik's separatist bombshell, Hamlet, Prince du 
Québec, expresses beyond any doubt the intensely polemic 
character of contemporary French-Canadian theater. Over- 
whelmingly nationalistic in outlook and socially oriented, the 
present attitudes of the Montreal dramatists did not burst on the 
public scene solely because of the strong impetus that DeGaulle's 
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presence in 1967 gave to French-Canadian nationalism. These 
positions are the results of a steady development that began 
quietly in Marcel Dubé's drama in the late 1950's and that has 
crystallized during the past five years. The playwrights have 
been responsible for creating a large following in French Cana- 
da, a following that has come to appreciate serious legitimate 
theater. In a sense, Quebec's révolution tranquille has supplied 
ample subject matter of dramatic interest so that current cre- 
ativity in the Montreal theater reflects to a large extent the actual 
psychological state of the French Canadians in all its complexity. 

All of the plays mentioned in this discussion have been per- 
formed before enthusiastic audiences. Since these works deal 
largely with local questions and controversies, it is doubtful if 
most of them will transcend the confines of limited appeal or 
survive by means of inherent literary merit. It is, however, too 
early to judge the lasting qualities of contemporary French- 
Canadian drama. With the exceptions of Dubé and Gélinas, 
the majority of the playwrights have only recently begun their 
careers. Certain plays, such as Dubé's Au Retour des Oies 
Blanches, manifest poetic excellence in the use of metaphor and 
in the sensitive portrayal of a highly explosive atmosphere. Most 
of the present group of dramatists must avoid the double danger 
of presenting a subject which is not developed in depth and 
which thus lacks universality; and of permitting their subject to 
overwhelm their art so that they turn the stage into a platform 
for the expression solely of political propaganda. Nevertheless, 
they are part of a movement that is dynamic and of recent origin 
and they may well be able to overcome these difficulties. The 
keyword of these playwrights is liberty, liberty in all of its mani- 
festations - psychological, social, economic, religious, and even 
political. Marcel Dubé, Jacques Ferron, Gratien Gélinas, Fran- 
çoise Loranger, Michel Tremblay, and Robert Gurik have be- 
come the articulate forces behind Quebec's theater of liberation. 

State University of New York at Plattsburgh 
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NOTES 

l Jean-Paul Desbiens, Les Insolences du Frère Untei (Montreal, 1960), p. 67. 

2 Marcel Dube, Florence (Quebec, 1960), p. 80. All further references will be 
to this edition. 

3 Marcel Dubé, Les Beaux Dimanches (unpublished manuscript), p. 79. 

4 Marcel Dubé, Au Retour des Oies Blanches (unpublished manuscript), p. 29. 

5 Françoise Loranger, Une Maison . . . un jour (Ottawa, 1965), p. 103. Ail 
further references are to this edition. 

6 Luc Perreault, "Françoise Loranger et les plaisirs de la communcation," La 
Presse, January 14, 1967. 

7 Martial Dassylva, "Françoise Loranger invite le spectateur à participer," La 
Presse, January 18, 1969. 

8 Jean Basile, "Réflexions sur la participation dans 'Double Jeu'," Le Devoir, 
February 22, 1969. 

9 Louis-Bernard Robitaille, "Deux des auteurs du scandale s'expliquent," La 
Presse, February 17, 1969. 

io Jean Basile, "Françoise Loranger: du théâtre, de la liberté, de Dieu," Le 
Devoir, January 18, 1969. 

il Marcel Dubé, Textes et Documents (Montreal, 1968), p. 46. 

12 Jacques Keable, "Jacques Ferron," La Presse, June 9, 1962. 

13 Marcel Dubé, Textes et Documents, p. 47. 

14 Alain Pontaut, "Jacques Ferron: 'Les Grands Soleils/" La Presse, February 
3, 1968. 

15 Jean-Claude Germain, "J'ai eu le coup de foudre," Théâtre Vivant, 6 (1968), 
4. 

16 Martial Dassylva, "Le nouveau réalisme (?) des 'Belles-Soeurs' et le 'jouai'," 
La Presse, September 14, 1968. 

17 Martial Dassylva, "Du côté de la rue Fabre," La Presse, April 23, 1969. 

18 Gratien Gélinas, Yesterday the Children were dancing (Toronto, 1967), pp. 
54, 69. All further references are to this edition. 

19 Jacques Keable, "Jacques Ferron," La Presse, June 9, 1962. 

20 Jacques Ferron, Les Grands Soleils (Montreal, 1958), p. 71. 

21 Alain Pontaut, "Jacques Ferron: 'Les Grands Soleils'," La Presse, February 3, 
1968. 

22 Martial Dassylva, "Grands soleils et basse messe," La Presse, April 29, 1968. 

23 "Le Chemin du Roy," La Presse, April 10, 1968. The play's title, "The King's 
Highway," refers to the route that DeGaulle's cavalcade followed from Quebec to 
Montreal. This was the first highway in French Canada and dates back to the French 
regime. 
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24 " 'Le Chemin du Roy' de de Gaulle revivra au Gésù," La Presse, April 15, 
1968. 

25 Martial Dassylva, "Autant de vie qu'il y a eu dans le coeur des Québécois lors 
de la visite de de Gaulle," La Presse, April 27, 1968. 

26 Jean Basile, "Françoise Loranger: du théâtre, de la liberté, de Dieu," Le Devoir, 
January 18, 1969. 

2 7 Alain Pontaut, "Derrière 'Hamlet' et 'Le Pendu,' un auteur: Robert Gurik," 
La Presse, February 10, 1968. 

28 Robert Gurik, Hamlet, Prince du Québec (Montreal, 1968), p. 95. 
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