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CANADIAN LITERATURE IN FRENCH


French Canadians are descendants of the habitants, the French-speaking peasants who stayed on in Québec after the French lost their North American territories to the British in the 1760s. The distinctive complexion of French Canadian literature is due in large part to the national spirit of the French-speaking, predominantly Roman Catholic habitants and to tensions inherent in their social, political, and geographic situation. This situation is characterized by isolation and a feeling of being threatened by the larger, primarily Protestant and English-speaking culture in North America.

French Canadian literature, properly speaking, began with the introduction of a printing press and the founding of a weekly bilingual newspaper, the Québec Gazette, in 1764. However, the sense of a specific literature different from that of France did not take hold until the 1840s. From then on, for well over a century, literature was an important tool in French Canada’s ongoing struggle for cultural survival, and its themes of language, culture, religion, and politics reflected the evolving nature of that struggle. By the end of the 20th century, literature in Québec had become multiethnic, cosmopolitan, and confident of its identity. 

The 19th Century


The first literary awakening of French Canada took place after an abortive rebellion by French Canadians against English rule in 1837. At that time Canada consisted of two provinces: the English-speaking Upper Canada (now the province of Ontario) and the largely French-speaking Lower Canada (now the province of Québec). In addition, an English-speaking minority resided in Lower Canada and controlled that province’s economy, leading to constant friction with the French speakers. In 1838 John George Lambton, 1st earl of Durham, was made governor-general of Canada. In his Report on the Affairs of British North America (2 volumes, 1839), Durham proposed unification of all Canada under a single government in which French speakers would be outnumbered and, as he envisioned, gradually assimilated. His report offended the sensibilities of French Canadians by referring to them as a people without a history or a literature. 

Historical Themes


Durham's words have been credited with inspiring a young French Canadian lawyer, François-Xavier Garneau, with the desire to demonstrate to his compatriots and the world that French Canadians had a glorious history. His Histoire du Canada (1845-1848) records the deeds of his people’s ancestors. He gathered information from journals kept by 16th- and 17th-century French explorers Jacques Cartier and Samuel de Champlain, as well as from chronicles by 17th-century French lawyer and writer Marc Lescarbot, and by 18th-century French historian and Jesuit missionary Pierre François Xavier de Charlevoix. Other sources used by Garneau were Les relations des Jésuites, annual reports from 1632 to 1673 of Jesuit missionaries about their lives among indigenous peoples, and letters and mystical writings of Marie de l'Incarnation, a Roman Catholic nun of the Ursuline order. She arrived in New France in 1639 and established a convent in Québec City for the education of both French and indigenous girls. 

The significance of Garneau's work extended far beyond its importance as a historical document. If French Canadians have subsequently been a self-conscious ethnic group engaged in a fight for the survival of their culture, it is due in no small measure to Garneau. Their destiny, he told them, was linked not only with the preservation of their religion, their language, and their laws, but also with their ability to take advantage of the constitutional progress brought to them by the English.

In 1866 Roman Catholic bishop Louis-François Laflèche made other points in his book Quelques considérations sur les rapports de la société civile avec la religion et la famille (Certain Considerations on the Relationship of Civil Society with Religion and the Family). French Canadians were charged, Laflèche said, with a mission to spread Catholicism and French culture throughout North America. He advocated as an ideal form of government a theocracy, in which God is the head of government and laws are divine commands. 

Besides preservation of French culture and Catholicism, an enduring theme in French Canadian literary history is peasant life, a theme characterized by a feeling that the land is a precious thing to which human lives are bound. Corresponding to this idea is the conception of the family as the primary institution in a social pattern that was fundamentally religious, a pattern based on the idea that the father is head of the family just as God is the head of the Christian church. This patriarchal way is reflected in the novel of the land, which was the central tradition of the French Canadian novel from the 1840s until World War II (1939-1945). In novels of this tradition, the city is seen as a threat to the values of family, religion, and language—values that were seen as essential to the survival of the French Canadian people. Early examples of this genre are Patrice Lacombe’s Le terre paternelle (The Paternal Earth, 1846), Pierre-Joseph-Olivier Chauveau's Charles Guérin (1853), and Antoine Gérin-Lajoie's two Jean Rivard novels, published in 1862 and 1864.

Poetry and Fiction


French Canadian poetry began to flourish in 1860 with the writings of a group who called themselves the Patriotic School of Québec and claimed Garneau as their prophet. The writers met in a bookshop run by poet Octave Crémazie in Québec City and dedicated themselves to heroic and patriotic poetry, legends of pioneer days, and the study of history. Crémazie is considered the first important French Canadian poet. His finest poems, including “Le vieux soldat canadien” (The Old Canadian Soldier, 1855) and “Le drapeau de carillon” (The Flag of Carillon, 1858), are suffused with a pessimistic sense of longing for the glorious era of New France, as the French empire in North America was known before the British conquest. 

Besides Crémazie the Patriotic School included historian Abbé Henri-Raymond Casgrain, author of Légendes canadiennes (1861). Casgrain was also a Roman Catholic priest, and he had a powerful influence on writing and publishing in the 19th century. His presence in the literary community began a century-long tradition of attempts by the Roman Catholic Church to control literary production. Casgrain, along with writer Joseph-Charles Taché, founded the literary magazine Les Soirées Canadiennes (Canadian Gatherings), published in Québec City from 1861 to 1865; much of the Patriot School’s work first appeared in this magazine. Taché was known for legends and stories of woodsmen and voyagers, for example Trois légendes de mon pays (Three Legends of My Country, 1861). During the literary awakening occasioned by this group, Philippe Gaspé wrote the lively and important novel Les anciens canadiens (1863; The Canadians of Old, 1864). This historical romance is set in the 1760s and focuses on a growing French suspicion of the British, who had by then begun their rule over French Canada. 

Other important writers of the last quarter of the 19th century were poet Louis Fréchette and novelist Laure Conan (pseudonym of Félicité d’Angers), who was the first female writer of French Canada. Fréchette’s expansive romantic lyrics, inspired by French writer Victor Hugo, celebrate the power and majesty of North American nature. Conan’s novel Angéline de Montbrun (1884; Angeline de Montbrun, 1974) is a tragic fable in which a beautiful and much-admired young woman loses her adored father in a hunting accident and is herself disfigured in a mysterious fall. After this she breaks her engagement and spends the rest of her life as a recluse devoted to prayer, sacrifice, and works of charity. In spite of its sober religious themes, the novel has a power and quality that still fascinate readers and that have made it one of the most analyzed works of French Canadian literature.

Another 19th-century writer who has been read and loved by generations of Québec readers is poet Émile Nelligan, who wrote all of his work between the ages of 16 and 19. In 1899, at the age of 19, he was confined to a mental asylum, where he lived until his death in 1940. Nelligan’s exquisite melancholy and musical poetry are inspired by the French symbolist poets (see Symbolist Movement), who reacted against realism and emphasized feelings and imagination. Nelligan’s poetry evokes the tension between his dream of an ideal world and the cold and suffocating real world in which he finds himself. Unlike other French Canadian writers of the 19th century, Nelligan makes no references to history or politics. However, critics have interpreted the dreams and frustrations he expresses as symbolic of the mood of the French Canadian people at the end of the century: stifled by the control and political domination of the Roman Catholic Church.

The Early 20th Century


The isolation of French Canada was only partially eroded during the first quarter of the 20th century. Literary themes nurtured by preceding generations remained popular in Québec literature until World War II. 

Poetry 


At the beginning of the 20th century a group of writers stressed the bonds between the habitant and the ancestral land and became known as the writers of le terroir (the country) or as the regionalist school. The writers of this school were inspired by the beauty of the Québec landscape and by the traditions of its people. Blanche Lamontagne-Beauregard, the best representative of this group, is considered the first French Canadian woman poet. Many of her works, including Visions gaspésiennes (1913), drew their inspiration from the Gaspé region of eastern Québec. Alfred Des Rochers, in L’hynme au vent du nord (Hymn to the Northern Wind, 1928) and other works, sought to recapture the vitality and courage of his ancestors—the original explorers, fur traders, and coureurs de bois (unlicensed traders), whom French Canadians have always seen as an embodiment of their love of freedom and the wilderness. Another terroir poet was Nérée Beauchemin, whose Floraisons matutinales (Morning Efflorescence, 1897) and Patrie intime (Intimate Birthplace, 1928) express his devotion to Québec.

The Montréal school of poets, of which Nelligan was a member, also flourished at the beginning of the 19th century, until about 1930. This group was influenced by French symbolists and Parnassians and their doctrine of art for art's sake, as well as their devotion to exotic subjects. The imagery of Paul Morin’s vivid, technically complex Paon d'émail (Enamel Peacock, 1911) and Poèmes de cendre et d'or (Poems of Ashes and Gold, 1922) draw on his Mediterranean travels. Also noteworthy are the reflective works of Albert Lozeau and Jean Charbonneau. In Metropolitan Museum (1931), Robert Choquette tried, somewhat as American poet Walt Whitman had, to speak for a new breed of North American. However, his classical, even outmoded techniques undercut his otherwise fresh and spontaneous outlook.

Writings on History


French Canadian historical writing in the 20th century continued the Garneau tradition. Lionel-Adolphe Groulx, a priest and historian, vehemently expressed his French Canadian nationalism in Vers l'émancipation (Toward Emancipation, 1921) and Histoire du Canada Français depuis la découverte (A History of French Canada Since the Origins, 4 volumes, 1950-1952). Also in this tradition was Guy Frégault, author of La civilisation de la Nouvelle-France: 1713-1744 (The Civilization of New France: 1713-1744, 1944). Groulx expanded discussion of the importance of French Canadian ethnic and cultural integrity until it became a principle of separation from the rest of Canada. 

However, the Garneau tradition did not go uncontested. Arthur Maheux, another influential priest and historian, opposed Groulx’s assertions with the idea that Anglo-Canadians and French Canadians have Norman blood in common and are separated by nothing more than prejudice. (The Normans from France invaded and conquered England in 1066.) Other major 20th-century historians may be classified as scientific historians; chief among them are Gustave Lanctôt and Leon Gérin, who studied social types and changing economies. One outcome of historical study in Québec was the development of the historical novel. The best of these from the early 20th century are by Léo-Paul Desrosiers and Laure Conan, who after her work Angéline de Montbrun wrote historical novels with female protagonists until her death in 1923.

Fiction


In fiction, the novel of the land reached the level of great art with the appearance of Louis Hémon’s novel Maria Chapdelaine (1914; translated 1921). An evocation of the harsh but exalting life of French Canadian settlers and of their struggle to keep their culture alive in a hostile Anglo-Saxon environment, the novel became a model for French Canadian writers. Hémon himself was not French Canadian but French; he wrote his novel while visiting the Lac Saint-Jean region northeast of Québec City in 1912 and died a year later, hit by a train while traveling in northern Ontario. Maria Chapdelaine has, however, always been considered one of the great classics of French Canadian literature. 

The Mid-20th Century


By midcentury, modernization of literary forms and questioning of traditional values became the norm. By challenging the old order, artistic and intellectual groups prepared the way for a major change in government and society in 1960. As a result of urbanization, the Great Depression of the 1930s, and World War II, the proud cultural isolation of French Canada began to break down, and writers became more introspective, realistic, and innovative. The slow crumbling of the old order is brilliantly depicted in Trente arpents (1938; Thirty Acres, 1940) by Ringuet (psuedonym of Philippe Panneton), in which a traditional habitant family is relentlessly shorn of its members by the attractions of city life. But it was Gabrielle Roy, with her penetrating analysis of a downtrodden Montréal family in Bonheur d'occasion (1945; The Tin Flute, 1947), who heralded a new phase in French Canadian life and its reflection in literature. Henceforth, with the rapidly expanding city of Montréal as the nucleus for a new literary culture, French Canadian writers would be preoccupied with the problems of urbanization.

Fiction


The old themes remained popular with the general public, however. Germaine Guèvremont, in her poetic novel of country life, Le survenant (1945; The Outlander, 1950), celebrated the old traditions of family and land even as she evoked their disappearance. Her novels are the last major examples of the tradition of the novel of the land.

During World War II, French Canada briefly found itself in a unique position as the only important French-speaking community in the free world. With France and Belgium occupied by German forces and French Switzerland isolated on the continent of Europe, there arose a need for publications in the French language. As a result, Montréal became an international publishing center, distributing inexpensive editions of French classics throughout the world. Budding French Canadian authors, who previously had found few outlets at home, suddenly found themselves solicited by enterprising publishers. Thus developed what can be termed the first generation of modern French Canadian writers. Foremost among them were the social satirists Yves Thériault, author of Aaron (1954), and Roger Lemelin, author of Au pied de la pente douce (1944; The Town Below, 1948). Others who openly attacked the traditional values of French Canadian society were André Langevin, noted for Poussière sur la ville (1953; Dust over the City, 1955) and Le temps des hommes (A Time for Men, 1956); André Giroux, author of Le gouffre a toujours soif (The Bottomless Pit, 1953); and Jean Simard, best known for Les sentiers de la nuit (The Byways of the Night, 1959).

Poetry


The need for a revitalized concept of poetry was filled in the 1930s and 1940s by Hector de Saint-Denys-Garneau. His Regards et jeux dans l’espace (Looking and Playing in Space) was written between 1935 and 1937 but did not gain wide acceptance until the publication of his complete poetic works in 1949. The effect on young writers was immediate. Although Garneau's deep religious feeling may appear old fashioned, his rejection of the classical forms of French poetry in favor of free verse proved contagious. Other important poets of this period were Alain Grandbois and Rina Lasnier. In such works as Les îles de la nuit (The Isles of the Night, 1944), Grandbois experimented with free verse and symbolism to express universal themes of love, time, and awareness of death. Lasnier was noted for her religious inspiration as well as her sensuous use of language. Her works include Présence de l’absence (The Immediacy of Things Gone By, 1959). 

In general, the postwar years were marked by a new radicalism and a move toward modernity among French Canadian writers and thinkers. In 1948 the manifesto Refus global (Global Refusal), published by painter Paul-Émile Borduas and 15 other young artists, denounced traditional nationalism and the influence of the Catholic Church and called for the transformation of society through art. In 1953 Gaston Miron and five other like-minded poets founded the publishing house Editions de l'Hexagone, which played a vital role in developing a new national consciousness that was in touch with movements of decolonization beginning to emerge in other parts of the world. By the end of the 1950s these changes in consciousness were ready to overflow into the political realm. 

The Later 20th Century


In 1960 a new government came to power in Québec, led by Jean Lesage and the Liberal Party. This government was dedicated to modernization of the educational system and other key sectors of society. With it Québec entered a new era known as the Quiet Revolution (1960-1966), during which a number of significant new writers emerged, many of them committed to the cause of Québec’s independence from Canada. One obvious sign of the new mood of self-affirmation was the replacement of the term French Canadian by the French word Québécois.

Drama


Another expression of French Canadian self-confidence was an ongoing debate over whether writers should work in traditional French or in French as it was spoken in Canada. This issue took on epic proportions in a controversy over a play by Michel Tremblay, Les belles-soeurs (1968; translated 1974), which many critics found shocking in its use of colloquial language that was considered both ugly and crude. Theater had come into its own much later than the other literary genres in French Canada, in large part because playwrights had never used the everyday language spoken by the majority of their audience. Immediately after World War II, Gratien Gélinas in Tit-Coq (1950; translated 1967) and Marcel Dubé in Un simple soldat (A Simple Soldier, 1958) had attempted to portray the French Canadian underdog in a language approximating the rough idiom of the working classes, but had avoided true realism. Tremblay brought the nature of the language controversy into sharp focus and delighted audiences by recreating the anglicized, impoverished, yet forceful language of the Montréal working class. In so doing, he helped bring French Canadian drama to the attention of the world. 

Poetry and Fiction


The theme of an independent Québec ran powerfully through much of the literature of the 1960s, particularly in the poetry of Gaston Miron, Paul Chamberland, Gatien Lapointe, and Michèle Lalonde. Hubert Aquin’s novel Prochain episode (1965; translated 1967), a brilliant and clearly autobiographical novel written while the author was in prison for revolutionary activities, depicts the aspirations and the despair of an imprisoned revolutionary separatist who is himself writing a novel. Novelist Jacques Godbout was convinced that French Canadians were first of all a North American species, subject to all the pressures of American society. He concocted a lively and amusing version of Québecois French to explain the dilemmas created by these pressures in Salut Galarneau! (1967; Hail Galarneau!, 1970). 

Even those writers who avoided political themes expressed the tensions inherent in the Québecois situation. Réjean Ducharme’s novel L'avalée des avalés (1966; The Swallower Swallowed, 1968) portrays the anger of an adolescent girl who is half Jewish and half Catholic. The girl feels dominated by her mother and torn between her contradictory cultural and linguistic heritages. Marie-Claire Blais, in works such as Une saison dans la vie d'Emmanuel (1965; A Season in the Life of Emmanuel, 1966), showed the emptiness and hypocrisy of the traditional values that had previously allowed French Canadians to maintain their separateness; she particularly portrays the way these values often victimized women and children. Gérard Bessette despaired of being able to write convincingly in either European or North American French, and so devised a stream-of-consciousness technique to describe the deepest feelings, memories, and desires of his unhappy characters in the novel L'incubation (1965; Incubation, 1967). 

New Themes and Old Themes


In the 1970s the themes of Québec literature began to shift from the political to the private—the individual, the couple, the family. Ducharme parodied the self-importance and hypocrisy of many of the 1960s nationalist baby boomers through the eyes of two young dropouts from urban society in the novel L’hiver de force (A Claustrophobic Winter, 1973). 

Michel Tremblay continued his theatrical exploration of the working-class family and of people outside society’s mainstream, and in the late 1970s he turned successfully to the novel. The nostalgic trilogy evoking his childhood in working-class east-end Montréal in the 1940s consists of La grosse femme d'à côté est enceinte (1978; The Fat Woman Next Door Is Pregnant, 1981), Thérèse et Pierrette à l'école des saints-Anges (1980; Therese and Pierrette and the Little Hanging Angels, 1984), and La duchesse et le roturier (The Duchess and the Commoner, 1982). Victor-Lévy Beaulieu blended obsessively pessimistic reflections on Québec society with an infatuation with American literature and American self-confidence in works such as Monsieur Melville (1978), a three-volume study of American author Herman Melville.

The sense of history and national tradition that was so important in the 1960s did not disappear, however. The 1970s saw the return of novelist André Langevin, silent since the 1950s, and the elaboration of a solid body of work by well-known novelists such as Blais, Godbout, Aquin, and Anne Hébert.

Tradition and nationalism gave shape to popular successes such as Louis Caron's trilogy of novels Les fils de la liberté (Sons of Liberty, 1981-1990) and Roch Carrier's Il n'y a pas de pays sans grand-père (1979; No Country Without Grandfathers, 1981). Québec’s new pride and sense of identity overflowed into the French-speaking populations of the neighboring provinces of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, where it gave birth to a flowering of Acadian literature. This was well illustrated by the literary career of Antonine Maillet. Maillet is best known for her dramatic monologue La sagouine (1971; translated 1979) and a series of novels and plays based on Acadian life and history, including Pélagie-la-Charrette (1979; Pélagie: The Return to a Homeland, 1982). Pélagie-la-Charrette was the first work written outside of France to win the Prix Goncourt, France's prestigious literary award.

In poetry, the 1970s was a decade of formalist experimentation, inaugurating a new concern with the materiality of language by poets such as Nicole Brossard, Claude Beausoleil, and Roger Des Roches. These writers chose to become what they termed unreadable, dismantling the rules of grammar and logic in texts that sought to break through appearance and convention to create new meanings. 

By 1975 this experimentation had linked with the feminist movement, producing a collective literary phenomenon reminiscent of the nationalist movement of the 1960s. Feminist works continued the movement away from the specifically Roman Catholic religious orientation of Canada’s past, completing the secularization of values begun in the Quiet Revolution. These works helped open Québecois culture to the world. Denise Boucher's play Les fées ont soif (1978; The Fairies Are Thirsty, 1982), for example, provocatively examines the relationship between women and the Catholic Church in contemporary Québec. This work led to censorship by the Catholic Church and to months of demonstrations and discussion in Montréal. Other important feminist works of this period are Louky Bersianik’s encyclopedic feminist parody of Western thought and values, L'euguélionne (1976; translated 1981); Nicole Brossard’s L'amèr (1977; These Our Mothers, 1983), a work combining elements of fiction and nonfiction; Madeleine Gagnon's Lueur (Light, 1978); and France Théoret’s Nous parlerons comme on écrit (We Will Speak as They Write, 1982). 

Recent Developments


Beginning in the 1980s literature in Québec became increasingly cosmopolitan and multiethnic, a literature much like literature elsewhere at last, despite an unresolved push for national sovereignty and separation from Canada. Nationalism no longer preoccupied writers as it had in the 1960s, although it contributed to the popular success of historical novels. These included Arletter Cousture’s Les filles de Caleb (1985; Emilie, 1992) and Francine Ouellette’s Au nom du père et du fils (In the Name of the Father and the Son, 1984).

Feminism also seemed less present as an explicit theme than it was in the late 1970s, but it had been internalized by a new generation of female writers. Among the best of these were Monique Proulx and Elise Turcotte. Proulx satirized the lifestyle and gender wars of modern urban professionals in the hilarious work Le sexe des étoiles (1987; Sex of the Stars, 1996). Turcotte’s Bruit des choses vivantes (1991; The Sound of Living Things, 1993) is a poetic evocation of the world of a single mother and her four-year-old daughter.

Many of the writers who first attracted attention in the 1960s continued to produce important works in the later decades of the 20th century. Godbout’s witty and urbane novels Une histoire américaine (1986; An American Story, 1988) and Le temps des Galarneau (1994; The Golden Galarneaus, 1995) document the shift in attitudes and trends regarding language, politics, and consumer society. The violent eroticism of Hébert’s early work gave way to an increasing serenity and even nostalgia for the society from which she had voluntarily exiled herself in the 1950s. These changes can be seen in her novels Le premier jardin (1988; The First Garden, 1990) and L’enfant chargé de songes (1992; The Burden of Dreams, 1994).

Tremblay, who by the 1980s had published some 50 volumes, also produced several new plays, including Albertine en cinq temps (1984; Albertine in Five Times, 1986), using a cast of characters familiar from his earlier works. His most important works of the 1980s and 1990s were novels, including two additions to the multivolume Chroniques du plateau Mont-Royal: Des nouvelles d’Edouard (News of Edward, 1984) and Le premier quartier de la lune (1989; The First Quarter of the Moon, 1994). Tremblay’s Le coeur découvert (1986; The Heart Laid Bare, 1989) is a moving account of homosexual love. The explicitly autobiographical Un ange cornu avec des ailes de t?le (A Horned Angel with Tin Wings, 1994) traces Tremblay’s evolution from childhood to young adulthood through the books that were important to him. 

Feminist writers such as Brossard and France Théoret also produced impressive new works. Brossard’s Le désert mauve (1987; The Mauve Desert, 1990) is a meditation on sexual violence and the threat of atomic destruction, set in the Arizona desert. Théoret also published a collection of autobiographical short stories, L’homme qui peignait Staline (1989; The Man Who Painted Stalin, 1991).

An important development in the literature of Québec in the 1980s and 1990s was the inclusion of writers of ethnic origins other than French, including immigrants or children of immigrants from Italy, Haiti, and China. Marco Micone’s plays Addolorata and Gens du silence spoke powerfully for a working-class Italo-Québecois population whose frustrations and dreams uncannily mirror those of the working-class French-speaking population depicted in the drama of a generation before. They were both produced in 1982 and then translated and published together in 1989 as Two Plays: Voiceless People of Addolorata. Dany Laferrière’s caustic Comment faire l’amour avec une negre sans se fatiguer (1985; How to Make Love to a Negro, 1987) satirizes racial hypocrisies of both English- and French-speaking residents of Québec as seen by a young Haitian immigrant. Ying Chen’s L’ingratitude (1995; Ingratitude, 1998) tells the story of a young Chinese woman who is led to suicide by anger at her mother’s coldness and her father’s destruction by social forces in China.

While the richness and complexity of these works defy any simple categorization, it is clear that French Canadian literature, like the society it grows out of, values a plurality of voices. By their very variety, these voices signal a secular, confident, and increasingly mature outlook on the world. 
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