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FROM “HOMESPUN” TO “AWESOME":
TRANSLATED QUEBEC THEATER IN TORONTO

n an article describing the 1986-88 Canadian theater scene, Alan Filewood, noting

Toronto’skeeninterest in Quebec theater, concludes, Montréal seemed closer thanit had

in years.”! His comment underlines the importance and extent of exchange between
Canada’s two largest theater communities and suggests that this was a new devel opment:
Toronto audiences had had the opportunity to see Quebec theater in translation for severa
decades but it was not until the 1980s that Quebec productionsin Toronto fostered a greater
understanding of the“ Other” culture and afeeling of proximity. The present study considers
critical responseto professional Toronto productionsof translated Quebec theater from 1951
to 1988 and concludes that despite its long history, theater transfer did not draw the
communities closer until very recently. This article argues that theater exchange failed to
bridge the “two solitudes’ not because of a shortage of productions, for indeed Quebec
theater became “ astaple of the Toronto season,”?but because of the perspective from which
Quebec plays were viewed and reviewed.

Until the arrival of Michel Tremblay on the Toronto English theater circuit in 1972,
an average of only one Quebec play intranglation was staged ayear, Gélinas and Languirand
being themost popular playwrights. However, from 1972 to 1980 Toronto audienceshad the
opportunity to see usually two, if not three, professional productions, at least one of these
being a Tremblay play. The 1980s witnessed not only an increase in the number of plays
staged but the introduction of many new playwrights representing a wider range of theater
practice. This study argues that until the arrival of theater resulting from the Quiet
Revolution known as the nouveau théatre québécois,introduced to Toronto by jean-Claude
Germain, Jean Barbeau, and Michel Tremblay, Toronto criticsillustrated, though somewhat
patronizingly, sensitivity to plays’ origins. productions were identified as “Quebec plays.”
With the introduction of joual, which posed more complex translation problems, and of the
socia and political issuesassociated with the* nouveau theatre québécois,” which demanded
agreater understanding of aradically different Quebec, critics were unsympathetic toward
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aplay’s Quebecness or québécitude; indeed this seemed to work against the play, rendering
it too remote for the Toronto audience. Response to recent and more universal Quebec
theater suggests a less defensive, more open attitude which is not centered on specific
cultural questions and on the English/French Canada conflict.

In 1972, in his review article of Forever Yours Marie-Lou, Herbert Whittaker, the
eminent Globe and Mail theater critic, urged Toronto audiences to attend French-Canadian
plays in trandation in order “to learn, to know its [Quebec’s] differences, to understand
Quebec’sbackgrounds and motivations.”* Hewas, however, idealistic. Whilethe popul arity
of Quebec theater in Toronto could suggest agenuine curiosity about Quebec cultureand an
appreciation of itstheater, and, indeed, more Quebec literature is transated during periods
of tension between French and English Canada (there was for example a marked increased
in the early 1970s following the October Crisis,® trandating the “Other” culture is not
necessarily asign of interest and esteem as Annie Brisset illustrates. It frequently results,
instead, in the appropriation of the “Other” and the claiming of its literature as one’s own.
Brisset accuses Quebec theater translators and companies, for example, of eliminating or
downplaying the alterity of non-Quebec theater in their translations, adaptations, parodies,
or reappropriationsof foreign works. Citing thefollowing definition by AntoineBerman, she
concludes that Quebec theater is essentially ethnocentric:

Ethnocentrique signiferaici: qui raménetout asa propre culture, asesnormes
et valeurs et considere ce qui est situé en dehors de celle-ci — I’Etranger —
comme négatif ou tout juste bon a étre annexé, adapté, pour accroitre la
richesse de cette culture.®

Such cultural exploitation isnot new in the Canadian literary tradition for, as E. D. Blodgett
points out,” English Canada too has a long history of claiming the “Other,” that is French-
Canadian and québécoisauthors, asitsown. Similarly, Robert Wallace, although enthusiastic
about the popularity of translated Quebec theater,® accuses the Toronto theater community
of ethnocentrism; it either dismisses or appropriates work that is culturally different. He
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states:

Indeed my general concern with the reception of québécois playsin Toronto
originates with my discomfort over the attitudes with which they often appear
to be approached, not just by the critics who review them but aso by the
companies that produce them. In a word, | would typify these attitudes as
Toronto-centric, adding to the historical complaint... that Toronto’s artistic
institutions suffer from an arrogance that |eads them either to appropriate or
dismiss whatever appears to them as genuinely different.’

Like Brisset then, Wallace argues that ethnocentrism interferes with genuine
exchange. It isin the light of Wallace’s and Brisset’s studies that this article examines the
tradition of translated Quebec theater in Toronto based on the critical response to these
plays.’® Although reviews are, as Wallace states, the “subjective reactions of individuals
whose perceptions are often not shared by others,” ™ a study of the criticism, rather than of
the translated text, situates the play in a particular social context, treating it as a form of
social discourse which is clearly anchored in and greatly influenced by the target culture.
Trandlated drama is, after all, like al translations, a “discourse in the sense that it is a
lingui stic event produced by asubject within aspecific historic context.” **Thisarticlestudies
the extent to which critics accept, reject, appropriate, or respect Quebec theater and its
guébécitude.

Before their experience with Quebec drama’s new voices of the 1980s, whose plays
were avowedly less nationalistic, theater critics exhibited ethnocentrism as described by
Brisset and Wallace in two ways. First, little attention was paid to the importance of the
mediation of tranglation and to the question of place, thus severing the play from itsorigins.
Wallace suggeststhat critics, aswell asthose participatinginand/or attending the production
avail themselves of a knowledge of place in order to understand the play’s “context of time
and place.”** They need also to recognize the importance of the translation process and the
“degree to which the trandlation alters the original and creates, in a sense, a new play.”*
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Critics generally ignored the plays’ origins and the importance of the translator, frequently
crediting the latter only when he or she rendered the work more familiar.

Those same critics demonstrated in a second way their reluctance to recognize,
appreciate or respect the society in and for which the play was written: their interpretations
do not reflect what current criticism hasidentified asthe plays’ central issuesbut rather what
the criticsthemsel veswished to believe about Quebec. In hisarticle on the English Canadian
interpretation of Roch Carrier’snovels, Pierre Hébert |abel sthistendency to extract only the
ideas that conform to one’s prejudices about Quebecers the “Krieghoff syndrome.”*> A
popular nineteenth century painter, Krieghoff produced numerous paintings of French-
Canadianlifeshowingthe habitantsasjovial but decidedly unruly, undisciplined, and overly
exuberant. This unfavorable portrayal sold tremendously well to English Canadians who
preferred to see Quebecersinthislight and, indeed, aKrieghoff painting wasrecently chosen
for the cover of The French Canadian Experience, published in 1979.*° Commenting on
Krieghoff’s success, Barry Lord states: “Isn’t that just like them? We can hear the British
buyer chuckling.”*” Hébert maintains that Carrier’s tremendous success in English Canada,
unparalleled in Quebec, isdueto his Krieghoff-like portrayal of Quebecerswhich, intended
as caricatures,® were interpreted by English Canadians as totally realistic. Hébert states:

... Or, ce que j’appellerais le syndrome Krieghoff, c’est iustement cette
perpétuation du mythe selon lequel le Canadien-francais est jovial, animé,
certes mais auss grossier, anarchique, irrespectueux des conventions,
insubordonné.”

A similar attitude is prevalent in Toronto’s critical response to Quebec theater from the
1950sto the early 1980s, Indeed, in hisreview of LaGuerre, Yes Sr!, staged at the Stratford
Festival, Herbert Whittaker remarked, “What he [Carrier] set out to show his audience was
their [Quebecers] stupidity, ignorance and superstition.” %

Toronto has always welcomed Quebec theater enthusiastically, albeit often in a
“wrong-headed” fashion.# It did, for example, “throw out thered carpet” %to Gratien Gélinas
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and hisproduction of Tit-Coq (Royal Alexandra Theatre, 8-13 January, 12-17 March 1951).
Gélinas, author/director/star, washonored with adoctorate and the sensational opening night,
“atheatrical event about as rare asablizzard in July” #concluded with “ one of the most gala
events of the winter season.”?* Although this suggests that the Toronto public indicated its
appreciation of the significance of this theatrical opening,”® reviewers showed little
understanding of or appreciation for the social issues addressed in Tit-Coq, described as*an
unpretentious effort, an earnest, straightforward even naive drama’? by a playwright who
“understands his (emphasi sadded) country well.” 2’No mention was made of theconscription
crisis nor, more importantly, of the significance of Tit Coq’s bastard origins, recognized by
scholars to be “symbolic of Quebec itself, symbolic of a shared alienation.”® A “down-to-
earth piece of homespun” about a“simpletrusting little soldier who found hisbig love before
shipping overseas,” “atender and pathetic story of one man’s (emphasis added) insecurity,”
“the same tearful source used by soap-opera writers,”® Tit-Cog, much like Krieghoff’s
paintings, only confirmed Torontonians” notion of the narrowness of a Catholic society and
seemed very much “wrenched out of the soil of Quebec.”* Some critics were also clearly
uncomfortablewith thetracesof québécitude unintentionally present in the performance: the
play was performed in English by the original cast, thus producing “crude, picturesque
accents’*' that were “at times very difficult to understand.”* No mention was made of the
trandlator or of the tranglation.

In their reviews of Gélinas’ subsequent Toronto production, Bousille and the Just
(Roya Alexandra, 16-20 January 1962), critics demonstrated the same tendency to
emphasi ze that which conformed to their vision of quaint, rural Quebec while dismissing the
larger questions addressed by the play. “An awkwardly constructed, ineptly staged and
performed melodrama,” *which took “ahard look at hypocrisy asit flourishesin [his] native
Quebec,”* Bousille said little to Toronto critics about social injustice in general, or about
discontent in Quebec society on the eve of the Quiet Revolution. Only one critic commented
on the “ stilted and somewhat antiquated translation,” but omitted the translator’s name. He
added that the “things that make the play worthwhile can only be effective in the native
tongue and idiom,” *but did not specify what these things were nor how the transl ator failed
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to convey them.*

While Gélinas, in both the pre- and post- Tremblay years, received considerable
attention in Toronto, being at one point “the most honoured man in Canadian theatre,”*’
Marcel Dubé, sometimes identified asthe “father” of Quebec theater, was largely ignored.
The Time of the Lilacs (Royal Alexandra, 28 October-1 November 1958), hisonly Toronto
production, received little critical attention. Described as “gently sentimental,”* the play
drew only a neutral review. While he noted Ken Johnstone’s “questionable transation,”
Whittaker did not explain why it was problematic nor how this affected the play. More
significantly, other Dubé works, Zone and Le Retour des oies blanches for example, which
offer images of a greatly troubled, less Catholic and traditional Quebec were never staged
in Toronto.

Given its coolness toward the very popular Dubé, Toronto’sinterest inthe less well-
known, more avant-garde Jacques Languirand is all the more surprising. Languirand staged
three plays in Toronto, The Partition and Departures (Central Library Theatre, from 17
February 1966) and Man Inc., produced for the grand opening of the Saint Lawrence Centre
(from 16 February 1970). Whileall playsreceived mixed reviews, Languirand’stheater, and
the author himself, generated considerable critical interest. In his review of the first two
plays, Whittaker compared Languirand’s work to the author describing both as “ humorous
and unexpected.” *The Departures, “ablithetragedy without answers’ “°was more successful
and “far more satisfying and complex”* than Partition, a “poorly translated, two finger
exercise.”* Thetrans ator’s namewas not mentioned nor were specific trans ation problems
discussed, but both Nathan Cohen and Whittaker identified Languirand as a “Montreal
dramatist” whoseapproach, according to Cohen, was* partly scornful, partly sympatheticand
romantic in aspecifically French Canadian intellectual way.”* Although the critic does not
explain what was specifically French Canadian nor how this differed from an English
Canadian approach, his comment suggests that Languirand’s somewhat avant-garde and
experimental work* was, indeed, too remote for a Toronto audience that preferred a more
“homespun” vision of Quebec. Reviews of Man Inc. stressed amost exclusively the play’s
technical dazzle rather than its content or Languirand’s Quebec origins.
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Toronto criticswere divided over Jean Basile’s The Drummer Boy (Royal Alexandra
Theatre, 17 January-4 February 1968) which presents a disturbing and thus less palatable
picture of old Quebec. The story of the rape of an eleven-year-old girl and the abuse of the
young, accused soldier, it was both lauded as “a significant debut [for Theatre Toronto]”
and condemned as an “insult”“°and “ spluttering jumble, a French Canadian version of Billy
Budd.”*" Only Whittaker noted that something may have been “lost in thetrandlation” in this
“occasionally jarring version,”*but he did not specify the nature of the loss.

Toronto’s introduction to joual in trandation and to a new Quebec theater which
spoke of adifferent, post Quiet Revolution society was with Jean-Claude Germain’s Notes
from Quebec (Théatre Passe Muraille, from 7 May 1970). Toronto critics were clearly
unreceptive to this new experience. The play was condemned as “sophomoric and
amateurish”*°and labelled an “ absurdist soap opera.”*° It was primanly its québécitude that
worked against it. Judged to have lost “ some pertinence in the trandation”>*and “impact in
its uprooting from Quebec to Toronto,”**the play, the understanding of which relies on the
audience’s appreciation of a modern, nationalistic Quebec, was “over the head”>*of at least
one, if not all, of the critics. Dubarry Campeau was also offended by Germain’s, or the
trandlator’s, use of four-letter words. The translator’s name was not mentioned.

The negative reaction elicited by aplay’s québécitude and political intent, aswell as
by the use of joual, iseven more evident in Jean Barbeau’s Toronto experience. Critics saw
in Manon Lastcall and The Way of Lacross (W.W. Theatre Productions, Poor Alex, 1-27
May 1972) “one hit, one miss.”**Manon Lastcall was little more than “atiresome farce”>
that “misfired.”>**However, The Way of Lacross, though “not an entirely successful play,”*’
did illustrate “ Barbeau’s positive grip on dramatic craftsmanship.”*®More significant isthe
observation that “the play suffer[ed] from being aimed specifically at a Quebec audience,”**
thus rendering the social criticism irrelevant. The jokes on Parisian French in Man on
Lastcall, for example, did not “come across’® and critics (and according to them, the
audience) were particularly insensitive to the political message of both plays: Lacross’ fina
outburst “fell fiat.”®* Searching for the reasons for Lacross’ arrest and apparently unaware
that the play was based on the actual arraignment of a political demonstrator, Whittaker
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commented that the “ play’s accusatory drive [was] weakened.” % Although noting the play’s
use of “aquality closely identified with

Quebec’sseparatist pangs,” Whittaker, asdid most other critics, failed to acknowledge
or explain the significance of the October Crisis as the play’s political background. Only
Urjo Kareda® was sensitive to both the linguistic and cultural problems involved in
transporting this new type of theater and to the Toronto audience’s difficulty in
understanding or appreciation. He pointed out the importance of “the sound of language,”®
stating that “ Barbeau uses words with exceptional muscularity and vigour.” He noted aswell
the importance of “words that contain other words much as social structures contain other
socia structures’ and the failure of the “self-deprecating and listless’ translation to convey
this. Karedafurther commented on the difference between the original and English versions,
which ran at the sametime, arguing that the latter suffered because of the“wilful obliteration
of the ceremonial [religious] nature of the play—dropped because it could have proved to be
“too remote” for the Toronto audience. Karedarecognized aswell theimportance of cultural
difference or the question of place in Barbeau’s work and suggested as well that trandlating
and transposing such plays could be a “troublesome point.”

Given thisinitial negative reaction to the deliberately nationalistic nouveau théatre
guébécois, and to a Quebec that was no longer quaint and familiar, Michel Tremblay’s
tremendous success®is all the more remarkable. Recognized as “awriter of apparent power
and tremendous drive’® after his first production Forever Yours Marie-Lou (Tarragon
Theatre, 14 November-10 December 1972), he was soon “the darling of the critics and the
chosen one of the Toronto theatre scene.”®” However, the critical reaction to his work
suggests that the Toronto theater community was not responding to Tremblay, the ardent
Quebec nationalist, whose “theatre is intimately linked to the world he describes,”® the
Plateau Mont-Royal, but rather to a “Toronto’s favourite Canadian (emphasis added)
playwright” ®who wastalking more universally about “ deceptionsand the need for them, and
the loss of them and comfort in misery. About any (emphasis added) life in fact.””
Tremblay’s success cannot be attributed to his ability to convey in popular language and to
a sympathetic and informed audience the sentiments and concerns of post Quiet Revolution
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and October Crisis separatist Quebec nor to thefact that “when you’re up to your assin mud,
any kind of solid ground issolid joy.” " His popul arity is instead due to the Toronto public’s
and theater critics’ ability and willingness to interpret Tremblay’s message as solely
universal at the expense of its québécitude. Charles Pope stated:

...no other Canadian dramatist has succeeded so completely in creating
startling, in terms of psychological insights as well as shock tactics and [siC]
original theatre that is inherently Canadian without being provincial to the
point of being incomprehensible to a non-Canadian audience™

Pope’s assessment confirms Wallace’s observation that Toronto’s theater institutions, like
their Quebec counterparts studied by Brisset, need either to appropriate or dismisswork that
isculturally different. A study of thecritical responseto Tremblay indicatesthat the political,
Quebec message was ignored or condemned as being “too remote,” while the universal
elements were appropriated.

Marie Lou’sreturn to Toronto (Theatre Plus, St. Lawrence Centre, 4-21 June 1975)
was described as a “riveting performance.” ”® The amost unanimously positive reaction™
suggests that the Toronto audience “had more of an opportunity to study his[Tremblay’s]
style enabling it to spot the surging currents beneath the dazzling movement of the actor
stream,” "> but critics failed to identify the theme of Quebecers’ shared degradation and
alienation present in al of the Plateau Mont-Royal plays.” Marie-Lou, like subsequent
Tremblay productions, succeeded despite, not because of, its Quebec origins. The product
of a“church-ridden state,” the play was deemed to have lost some “courage” either through
“transplant or trandation.””” It could, however, “reach beyond its point of origin”’ and
“flourish without a political analysis.”” The Sar critic further downplayed the play’s and
Tremblay’s Quebec origins by stating: “ Tremblay himself would say that he is a Quebec
playwright, not Canadian, but never mind.”®

After Tremblay’s sensational return to Toronto with Les Belles-Soaurs (St. Lawrence
Centre Repertory Theatre Company, 31 March-28 April 1973), a“milestone play, a high
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point for the St. Lawrence Centre,” # critics commented moredirectly on Toronto’stolerance
of québécitude. Kareda urged the crowdslined up at Move Over Mrs. Markham, “ashoddy
British import” to cross the physical and cultural intersection and to “go next door” to see
the “10,000 times more entertaining” Tremblay play, but questioned the Toronto
theatergoers’ ability to “jump acrossthe [cultural] intersection.” #*Whittaker referred aswell
to “akind of mute edged condescension indelibly WASP.”# Observing that it was not clear
whether the audience who stood and cheered at the end of the play did so to show their
praise for the production or their respect for the national anthem with which it ends, David
McCaughna suggested that the audience’s support was indeed ambiguous.® Despite their
enthusiasm, critics once again failed to comment on the play’s political message. For
example, stating that there was arisk of losing the palitical anglein the trand ation® and that
“ Les Belles-Soaurs [was] a play about Quebec, about fal se promises and political exchange
catalogues,” Kareda nonetheless identified it as a “Canadian play.”® He praised its
universality, observing that the production “takes that singularly perspective vision of a
specific social world and transforms it to take in the rhythms of all our individua
fantasies.”® Only Myron Galloway, the Montreal Sar critic who described the Toronto
productionasa“massacre,” expressed awarenessof theimportance of theplay’squébécitude
and the failure of the Toronto staging to convey this; he wrote: “the play has nothing to say
if the French-Canadian flavour is missing.” Thus, in the St. Lawrence Centre production,
“which [had] no more to do with Montreal than it [did] with Hong Kong,” the play “in no
way came across.” %

Itisin its response to Tremblay’s greatest Toronto hit, Hosanna, that the Toronto
theater community most clearly demonstrated its need to dismiss a play’s alterity and
political, Quebec message and, instead, to appropriate the play and playwright.® A
resounding success when it first opened at the Tarragon Theatre (15 May-1 June 1974),
Hosanna continued to draw Toronto crowds in four subsequent productions (Global Village
Theatre 6 September-4 October 1974, Toronto Workshop Productions, 13 January-14
February 1977, NDWT Theatre, 11-12 March 1980, Tarragon, 17 May-28 June 1987) and
aso ran at the Bijou Theatre on Broadway. However, while Toronto enthusiastically
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recognized the merits of this*“shimmering production,”* which was “aheart-pounding tour
de force,”®! and a “landmark” % after which “ Canadian theatre [was] not quite the same,®it
wasalso quick to claim Tremblay asitsown at the expense of histheater’spolitical drive and
guébécitude. Like all of Tremblay’s plays, Hosanna contains a political message. As
Tremblay himself stated:

| do not mean that they [Hosannaand Cuirette] are Quebec symbols or images
of Quebec. But their problems with the wider society are political problems.
Because they are the fringe group in society, this society in away hates them.
But they want to be happy and they want to be somebody. Hosannais a man
who always wanted to be a woman. This woman always wanted to be
Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra. In other words, this Québécois always wanted
to be an English actress in an American movie about an Egyptian myth in a
movie shot in Spain. In away, that is atypically Québécois problem. For the
past 300 years we were not taught that we were not people, so we were
dreaming about somebody elseinstead of ourselves. So Hosannaisapolitical

play-94

Based on the critics’ comments, the political aspect was largely missed. The play was,
instead, seen as an exploration of the “poetics of love,”® a “study of deception and
humiliation and the loss of dreams”® a “sensitive delineation of a homosexual
relationship,” ¥ or a“ classic study of homosexual revenge”* by “the Canadian theatre’smost
compassionate poet of individual (emphasis added) isolation.”*® Those critics who did
recognize an attempt at apolitical message downplayed it claiming that such an allegory was
“far-fetched”'®or that “ there was no inkling of such anideato be found in the play no matter
how hard onelooked for signs.” ***More relevant to this study is McCaughna’s comment that
although Tremblay is “avery political writer and all of his plays have dealt in one way or
another with the condition of Quebec society, it does not hit home that thisis aplay which
has a great deal to do with Quebec.”'® Clearly even those critics aware of the political
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message refused to acknowledge its importance; they chose instead to ignore the play’s
philosophical sources.

Tremblay did not always have the same resounding success in Toronto and critical
comments suggest that the other plays’ québécitude did work against them rendering them
too remote. Furthermore, transations and translators were acknowledged only when they
rendered the work more familiar. En piéces détachées (New Theatre, 5 March-15 April
1974), “rather disgustingly re-titled Montreal Smoked Meat” '® was criticized for being
merely a repetition of “more Montreal misery.”'® Whittaker questioned the Toronto
audience’swillingnessto accept Montreal’s“squalid side” instead of the * quaint, charming,
historic vision of Montreal to which [we] have been exposed in the past.”'® Bonjour 13,
Bonjour (Tarragon Theatre, 1 February-16 March 1975) drew mixed reviews but, according
to one critic, the tranglation, “void of the rough joual,” was able to “serve the Ontario
audience well” since the English version was “in no way a reproduction of the Quebec
original.”*® Saint Carmen of the Main (Tarragon Theatre, 11 January-26 February 1978)
seemed “ curiously uprooted,” its“ spirit” being lost onthe Toronto audience.®” Freeman also
accused the trandlation of not conveying the play’s political fable. A New York Times critic
found the play touching, but dismissed the political vision as “preposterous,” while not
explaining what the message really was.*® Critics did not comment on the political message
of other Tremblay plays, Surprise, Surprise(Toronto ArtsProductions, St. Lawrence Centre,
22 October-8 November 1975), which generated a limited but positive response, La
Duchesse de Langeais (22 May-28 June 1980)'* a“|eft-over from the primal scream of gay
lib,”*® and The Impromptu of Outremont (Tarragon Theatre, 22 May-28 June 1980)
Toronto’sfirst glimpse at Tremblay’s interpretation of the life of the upper classes.

Although the success of this distinctly Quebec nationalist playwright might initially
suggest an openness to the “ Other,” reviews thus indicate that he triumphed as a Canadian,
not Quebec, playwright due primarily to the universality, not québécitude, of his plays.
Furthermore, the negative reaction elicited by the distinctive Quebec flavor and subject of
thetheater of Roland L epage, AnneHébert, Michel Garneau. Jovette M archessault, and Roch
Carrier, staged during the same period, suggestsarejection of theunfamiliar and areluctance
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to accept and interpret the importance of place when this ceased to be “homespun.”
Considered less universal, thus not appropriable, these plays could not compete with
Tremblay’s “Canadian” theater. Anne H~bert’s Le Temps sauvage (Firehall Theatre, 23
November-9 December 1972) was described as merely a “symbolic analysis of Quebec’s
problems.”*** Michel Garneau’s Four to Four (Tarragon, 30 March-28 April 1974) suffered
from dealing solely with “Quebec women”*? whose background was too “exotic in an
Ontario setting.” ***Roland Lepage’s Le Temps d’une vie (Tarragon, 13 May-25 June 1978),
though recognized for itsliterary merit, also suffered fromitsregional subject matter. It was
merely “alyrical look at simple habitant life,”*** an exploration of the“rural roots of French
Canada,” **>which dealt essentially with “the soul of Quebec.”*** Commenting on the play’s
limited subject matter “my problem and one | suspect | will share with others,” Bryan
Johnson questioned the Toronto’s public’s “burning interest in a lyrical epic about one
woman’slifeinrural Quebec.” ' The“magic” of Jovetre Marchessault’s The Saga of the Wet
Hens (Tarragon, 18 February-19 March 1982) was lost due in part to a“poor translation of
shameless literary pretention”**® but primarily due to cultural differences; the numerous
allusionsto the authors depicted as well asto the Catholic church asthe key oppressor were
too remote for the Toronto audience.™® Despite the critic’s assessment, the play was a box
office success, suggesting that, faced with the larger question of feminism, far more central
to the play than nationalism, Torontonians were in fact able to bridge the cultural gap and
accept the play’s inherent alteriry. The “otherness’ of Roch Carrier’s Celestial Bicycle
(Tarragon, 1 April-1 May 1982) clearly worked against it. The play, which illustrates
Carrier’sfantastical side, wasessentialy “lostin asmokescreen.” *Toronto’s cool response
to this Quebec hit was attributed to the language barrier “which never seemed more
inseparable’ ! and once again to the cultural gap; it simply “did nor work with the anglo-
phone sensibility.”*?> Overshadowed by Tremblay, these authors, whose work relied on an
understanding of its québécitude, and who spoke of a Quebec radically different from that
portrayed by previous more homespun plays, could not flourish in an ethnocentric climate.

The cycle of the Belles-Soaurs ended in 1977.'%® Three years later, a lag for which
trand ation time could account, after the Black Cat Cabaret’s unsuccessful production of La
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Duchesse, Tremblay’s domination of the Toronto theater scene ended. However, while
Toronto’s “darling” wrote novels, theatergoers sampled a much more diversified, radically
different Quebec theater and did so in a somewhat less ethnocentric way. Review articles
suggest that in the 1980s critics and audiences were more able to “cross the cultural
intersection”; critics identified playwrights as Québécois, rather than Canadian, no longer
appropriating the “Other” and ceased to dismiss or ignore their work on the pretext that it
was too remote or culturally different. Furthermore, more attention was paid to the play’s
origins. As Wallace argues,*** they continued to confuse the translation with the origina
commenting, for example, on the translator’s style as if it were the playwright’s, but the
critics also acknowledged the translator and translation more frequently, hence recognizing
both the importance of the play’s place and language of origin. Thus, although the Toronto
theater community continued to produce and review Quebec in asomewhat “wrong-headed”
fashion, achange of attitude, insufficient asit may have been, is nonethel ess perceptible and
can be attributed to changes within both theater communities. First, both Quebec and
Toronto theaters exhibited greater opennessto and interest in awide variety of theater from
all over Canadaand theworld; Montreal hosted the Festival des Amériques, Quebec heldthe
Quinzaine Internationale and Toronto staged the du Maurier and Quay Works festivals.
Referring to the 1986-88 period, Alan Filewood notes, “ This was the period when English
Canadians discovered the new wave of imagistic performancesin Quebec; at the sametime,
québécois artists discovered the audience beyond their borders.” *** He observes aswell that
Toronto audiences saw more productions from Quebec than they did from other parts of the
country. Diane Pavlovic, commenting on the same period, likewise emphasizes the
importance of thetheater festivalsin Quebecwhichillustrate |’ ouverturede[notre] pratique
théétrale a celles qui viennent d’ailleurs.” 1%

Itisnot just Toronto’s new attitude to Quebec theater that |led to increased openness.
The introduction of the “new wave of imagistic performances,” and of other new theater
directions as well as less nationalistic authors greatly facilitated transfer from Montreal to
Toronto. Quebec playssurvived transl ation and transportation moreeasily becausethey were
less Quebec-centred and perhaps would have appealed more than earlier productions even
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had the audience remained Toronto-centric. In addition to experimenting with new forms of
theater resulting from the integration of various media into performance, such as dance,
video, and pyrotechnics, Quebec playwrights steered theater in entirely new directions. As
Paviovic states, the nationalist issue, so central to the theater of Barbeau, Germain, and
Tremblay, was replaced by agreatly diversified response to broader, universal questions of
the human condition:

Dans les années 1970, le projet théétral coincidait avec un projet de société :
les artistes semblaient investis d’une mission et servaient volontiers la cause
du nationalisme, de I'indépendance... Avec la fin des grandes causes, la
fonction proprement politique du théétre a connu un recul certain... N’ étant
plus réunies dans un méme projet, les démarches artistiques sont éparpillées
et proposent, chacune de son c6té, des métaphores plus générales sur la
condition humaine.**’

Toronto showed its appreciation of a less folkloric and provincia theater'?®
responding to Quebec plays asatotal theater experience, rather than asalesson on the “two
solitudes.”

One of the greatest successes in the history of Quebec theater, the Théétre des
Voyagments’ Broue (co-written by Claude Meunier, Michel C6té, Marcel Gauthier, Marc
Messier, Jean-Pierre Plante, Francine Ruel, and Louis Saia), translated as Brew (Centrestage
Company, 29 September-29 October 1983), took English Canada by storm. Although the
authors, who claimed to be“ not that i nterested in nationalism any more,” **based these series
of sketches on a specifically Quebec event, the closing of the men-only tavernes, they
reached a much wider audience, cutting “across Canada’s bilingual blood” in their portrait
of “men together of any nation.” * Critics and public clearly welcomed the signal that
“Quebec theatre [was] beginning to recover the comic sense lost during the 1960s when
theatre artists [here] decided it was important for them to express the province’s social and
political realities.”**” Brew’ ssuccessful cross-Canadatour indicated to thetheater community
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that, as Jean-Claude L esperance, atheater producer, remarked, “ There doesn’t seem to exist
any barrier between English and French now. Where one performsis no longer a political
question.” %

Bachelor, another collective production co-authored aswell by Louis Saiaand L ouise
Roy and translated as Sngle by Michel Sinelnikoff (Toronto Free Theatre, November 1983)
did not fareaswell. However, Toronto critics, while noting that it was from Quebec, blamed
the failure on an “insensitive director” and a “grotesque translation”***and a “ performance
as contrived as the monologue” *** rather than on any cultural differences. Indeed the story,
based on the empty life of a single woman controlled by consumerism and the pursuit of
selfish pleasures, was “a script for everyone.” '

While Brew introduced Toronto to more universal, cross-cultural Quebec theater, the
play’s format remained traditional and it was not until the arrival of Robert Lepage that
Toronto experienced the totally new directionsin which Lepage, Gilles Maheu, and others
were leading Quebec theater. Lepage, later to become the director of the National Arts
Centre French Theater, first appeared in Toronto with the Théétre Repére production of
Circulations (Canadian Rep Theatre; 11-22 February 1985). One critic was quick to
recognize Lepage’s talent and the power of the “riveting aural and visua poetry”>* used by
Lepage aswell as by other new playwrights who were * stretching and twisting the language
of theater into bizarre and fasci nating shapes,” **” but another saw inthisbilingual production,
which combined various sound effects with music, theater and mime “a multi-media mish-
mash” signifying “very little,”**® It was not until his latter productions of The Dragon’s
Trilogy (duMaurier World Stage, from 31 May 1986 and Factory Theatre, 18-28 May 1988),
Tectonic Plates (du Maurier World Stage from 3 June 1988) and Vinci (du Maurier Quay
Works, from 20 January 1988) that Lepage’s “theatrical mastery”** was unanimously
acknowledged. Sending “shock waves’ through the Anglophone community now “forced to
recognize the extent of the remarkabl e theatrical explosionin Quebec,” L epageintroduced
Toronto to a new form of theater. Recognized as one of the most “important shows’ when
it first opened in the World Stage Festival at Harbourfront (1986) and “a must” for anyone
wanting to know “the direction of the most exciting theatre in Quebec,”** The Dragon’s
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Trilogy, atrilingual English, French, Chinese production, was in fact “legendary” ***by the
time it returned two years later. “A lyrical epic about the meeting of cultures’ which
illustrated “imagistic theatre at its best,” it el ectrified both audiences and the international
press appealing to “different audiences with different tastes and expectations.”** Lepage
“came and conquered”* once again with Vinci, and “grabbed the audience hard and never
lost [his] grip”**with Tectonic Plates. While critics readily identified Lepage as Quebec’s
“enfant terrible,”***’ the playwright’sand the plays’ originsclearly did not interfere with the
comprehensi on and appreci ation of theseimagi stic, dream-like, multimedia, multilingual, and
multicultural theater pieces which earned Lepage international recognition.

However, as Wallace suggests,'*® Toronto was not entirely ready for GillesMaheu’s
totally non-textual theater pieces. Le Rail (23 28 October 1986), staged as part of the Brecht
festival, recognized as “stunning” but “murky”* received little critical attention. Hamlet-
Machine (du Maurier World Stage, 10 June 1988) was not appreciated by critics who
displayed what Paul Leonard and Wallace identify as a typical English-Canadian
preoccupation with the text and uneasinesswith itsabsence; they would “ still doggedly insist
that the performance event is best regarded as primarily an expression of a transcendent
meaning-thescript.” **° Predisposed against total ly imagistic theater, they described Haml et-
Machine as “pretention”*>* and “self-indulgent, intellectual bulltwaddel.”*>? As Wallace
notes, however,™their extreme negativity suggests, as did Hebert Whittaker in his review
of Marie-Lou,™**that their “response. . .was hedged by an element of curiosity and envy” for
critics did recognize Mahen’s talent, “his command of stage imagery” and the “awesome”
physical discipline of his performers,”**>which resulted in “ breathtaking,” “ superbly done”
productions.™®

Demonstrating reserved enthusiasm about thisinnovativetheater, Toronto maintained
its interest in more traditiona plays and its faithfulness to old favorites. Michel Tremblay
once again wooed and won the Toronto audience with Albertine in Five Times (Tarragon,
9 April-il May 1985).%" Significantly, it was anew style play, “ symptomatic of the Quebec
writer’sincreased i ntrospection” **that earned mixed reviews, being described asboth “ pure
theatrical magic,” ™ “soporific,” ®and “hard to grasp.”*® Seeking to “speak of all women
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in al times of their lives,”*® this play introduced Toronto to a far less political Tremblay
who recognized his change of direction, stating, “. . .instead of judging society | was
beginning to ask myself questions.” ***Similarly, hislater production and critical success, The
Real World (Tarragon, 15 May-26 June 1988), was “agripping look at parallel realities’***
by “amaster craftsman now exploring an intensely personal phase in his artistic career”®
and thus “a far cry” from his earlier, more political productions.*®® Critical response to
revivals of Bonjour |a, Bonjour (Toronto Centre Stage, 25 November-20 December 1986)
and Hosanna (Tarragon, 17 May-28 June 1987), both considered classics, indicated agreater
appreciation for and understanding of his earlier work. Controversial and comparatively
unsuccessful when if first opened, Bonjour |1a, Bonjour was welcomed as a “ highlight,” ¢
although the same critic judged the performanceto be a“ disappointment.” **®Another praised
it asamodest masterpiece.” ***Overcoming their sensitivity to theincest issue, blamed in part
for thefirst production’sfailure,* theatergoershad “ realized in spite of their Toronto reserve
that they bad been given something unexpectedly fine.”*"* Hosanna’s political message, no
longer such a sensitive point in post Referendum Canada, was now readily acknowledged
by the theater community: Richard Monette, the star of the previous productions now turned
director, noted, “ The central metaphor isabout being yourself, with the political implication
that Quebec should be what sheis.”**Toronto’s understanding of Tremblay, who admitted
that he felt before that he was being treated “as a nice neighbour,”*® had clearly evolved.
The Toronto theater community did not limit itself to the sensational new nor to the
revival of the old: equally as impressive as the number of Quebec plays staged in Toronto
in this period is the diversity of the productions. Feminist, gay and, lesbian companies,
Buddies in Bad Times and Nightwood Theatre, responded quickly to the homosexual
currents in Quebec theater although their productions were not always critical successes.
Jovette Marchessault’s The Edge of the Earth is Too Near, Violette Leduc'™ (Nightwood
Theatre, 14 May-1 June 1986) did not draw good reviews, due in part to a poor tranglation.
Onecriticclearly recognized theimportance of thisby commenting on SusannedeL otbiniére
Harwood'’s “overwrought translation,”*” but another confused it with the original text. He
stared that “when it comesto use of language it is difficult to determine where L educ leaves
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off and Marchessault begins,”*"® ignoring de Lothiniére’sintermediary role. The Buddiesin
Bad Times production of Normand Chaurette’s Provincetown Playhouse, July 1919 (3-21
December 1986), wasdescribed asa“ compellingwork,” *”’but onceagainthe critic collapsed
the work of the playwright and the trandator, William Bouler, commenting on the
“evocative’ writing without distinguishing between thetwo versions. Tarragon’sproduction
of Being at Homewith Claude (Tarragon, 29 March-10 May 1987) generated amuch greater,
more enthusiastic critical response, earning for author René-Daniel Duboisthe reputation of
“Toronto’s playwright of the hour.”'® As in their comments on Marchessault’s and
Chaurette’s work, al Toronto critics identified Dubois as a Quebec playwright, but his
origins did not interfere with the reception of his work for like Meunier, Lepage, the new
Tremblay, Marchessault, and Chaurette, Duboiswas nor writing to a Quebec audience about
the Quebec question.’” As Linda Gaboriau, his translator, stated, “Dubois is one of a new
trend of Quebec playwrights who are more North American, more internationalist in their
interests than those who came before.” ¥ Toronto’s “first glimpse of the power and the
passion of amajor new voicefrom Quebec” **'was, in fact, adoubleheader including Pericles
Prince of Tyre by William Shakespeare (Theatre Passe Muraille, 9-26 April 1987) written
in English.

Other new Quebec voicesdid not enjoy Dubois’ successbut the poor critical response
Isnot necessarily attributable to the public’s nor to the critics’ ethnocentrism. Like Dubois’,
these writers’ message was more universal than Québécois and the plays’ Quebec origins,
whileacknowledged by thecritics, were neither central totheir interpretation nor responsible
for their failure. Rena Gingras’ award-winning Syncope, translated as Breaks by Linda
Gaboriau (Toronto Free Theatre, 6-24 January 1988), according to both Star*® and Globe
and Mail*®critics, suffered from bad direction, poor acting, and aclumsy translation. Critics
illustrated a keen awareness of the importance of language in Gingras® work and of the
difficulty in trandating “the poetic quality of Quebec theatre, the exuberant use of
language.” *** That the critics blamed linguistic, rather than cultural barriers suggests greater
openness: the play and its message were not deemed to be too remote; the text was, instead,
difficult to trandate. In the Toronto Free Theatre’s staging of Marie Laberge’s L’Homme
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Gris, trandlated by Rina Fraticelli (Toronto Free Theatre, 2 March-3 April 1988), the poor
critical response was not attributable to the translation or to the production: the play itself,
a “static yet intense drama’*®* was judged to be repetitious’® and too much like a “long
sermon on how not to be a parent.” *®” Although the reviews were sometimes negative, both
Gingrasand L abergedrew considerablecritical attention, indicating thetheater community’s
awareness of their importance.

In May 1988 the Factory Lab theatre began an exchange program with the Centre
d’Essal des Auteurs Dramatiques of Montréal. Theinitiation of thisjoint translation project,
entitled “Interact,” indicated that genuine exchange between Canada’s largest theater
communities, the absence of which both Wallace and Brisset had lamented, was becoming
a redlity. The reading of Linda Gaboriau’s translation of Michel Marc Bouchard’s Les
Feluettes, retitled Lilies (Factory Lab Theatre, 20 May 1988) was, according to Robert
Wallace, “an historical occasion”*®® to which the audience responded with an emotional
generosity rarein his considerable experience of Toronto theater.'® Toronto welcomed “the
excitement and diversity of the theatre being produced in Quebec” (Factory Lab Press
Release) and, as Robert Nunn observes in an article that is somewhat of an update of
Brisset’s study, Montreal too was showing greater openness to English Canadian and,
indeed, to all “foreign” theater. He states:

...there is the unprecedented opening of Quebec to the rest of the world, no
less evident in the arts than in industry and commerce. That is, thereisatwo-
way communication between Quebec and the rest of the world... In this new
atmosphere, theideol ogically—driven necessity toignorethislooming other no
longer applies. the Montreal press can noticewith gratification that québécois
plays in translation are popular in Toronto; there is no reason not to read,
trandlate and produce English-Canadian scripts.**®

Thisarticle hasattempted to trace the evolution of asimilar attitudein Toronto. Once
viewed somewhat patronizingly, much like Krieghoff’s paintings, Quebec theater in
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trandation, with the arrival of Tremblay, received genuine recognition, but from a
perspective that went partially against the spirit of the plays; the central issue of nationalism
and Quebec’s struggle for identity was ignored. The arrival of new voices such as Claude
Meunier, Gilles Maheu, Robert Lepage, René-Daniel Dubois signaled new directions in
Quebec drama. Deliberately more universal, this theater was frequently well received in
Toronto from a perspective that coincided mote closely with its original intent. Critics
acknowledged the trandator more frequently, though not always favorably, thus
demonstrating a better understanding of the difficulties of theater transfer and increased
respect for the play’sorigins. Theater in translation wasfinally becoming areliable“vehicle
through which cultures travel” *** without the misdirection, rerouting, detours, and frequent
losses that plagued previous transfers.
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