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The Quebec Crisis:
Once More With Feeling
Whatever e lse the Front de Liberation
du Quebec understood about their action s in Oc tober of 1970. they did a t
least rea li ze th e importance of involving
th e medi a as directly as possible in th e
eve nt s as they h a ppened. Pierre
Trudea u a lso understood: .. The ma in
thing th e FLQ is tr yi ng to gain fro m this
is a he ll of a lo t of publicity for the
movement'·. An overs implific a ti o n
perhaps . s uggesti ng as it doe s that the
FLQ were work ing for so methin g more
to co me. w he n in fact Ihis \I 'US il . but
Trudeau left no do ubt th at he did indeed
understand. Only a few day s la ter . he
re s po nded w ith th e War Measurers Act.
No lo nger co uld the FLQ speak to the
people of Quebec: the co mmuni catio n
so impo rta nt to the ir idea of revolution
was s ilenced. (After th ei r Manife sto had
been made public. w ho knows. perhaps
there wa s little mo re for them to say.)
Nor wou ld the Canadian peop le have a
right to furth er informatio n about the
.. parallel power " a nd it s "a pprehended
in surrectio n" th at in spired the War
Measure s Act. They wo uld ha ve to be
sa ti sfi ed wi th spec ul ation . rumour a nd
innuendo. There was no place for explanation s. The War Me as ure s Act effectively s tilled qu es ti o n s abo ut its
a uthor 's ac ti o n a nd inte ntion . s uppress in g by law th e informa tion th at might
have s upported th e co untry 's s uspicio ns.
How much do we really know') Indeed , how much do we I\'unl to know')
Questions are easy e no ugh to as k : the
" lid " has been off the Quebec Crisis for
at least four yea rs. It 's now popu lar hi story a nd it s hi storians. people like
Robin Spry. Michel Bra ult . Brian
Moore a nd perh aps even Jean-Claude
Lord a re . appropriately. the media. In
principle . the FLQ would probably be
pleased. Ot hers might not. The Quebec
C ri s is is a " hot " prope rt y. a fact that
might obsc ure the value of Action, Les
Ordres a nd. to a le sse r exte nt. Bingo . It
wo uld be easy to di s mi ss them. They're
just mov ies: hi sto ry as Pop Cu lture
politicized (Ac tion ) personalized (Les
Ordres a nd Brian Moore's dramatized
novel. The Revolution Script) and
ro ma nti c ized (Bingo). But together they
present a fairly up-to-date. though far
from conclusive accou nt of the Quebec
Crisis. Balanced answers to the que s64 Ci nema Canada
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Sce ne from "Les Ordres"

tion s of Knowledge a nd Respo ns ibility
are difficult to find . Most Canadians will
see only whal and as milch as th ey wish
to see . At the time , they very quickl y
laid the blame . And the y've s ince forgotten. It' s that kind of issue .
The less you know , the better. (Bingo)
That's a Rule of the Re vo lutio n w hic h
has been put a not her way, .. no o ne
knows more th a n he ne eds to know " in
Gilles Pontecorvo' s The Battle of
Algiers. a film which acco rdin g to Bri a n
Moore. was a n in s piration to th e FLQ.
(How romantic. it started a t the
mov ie s!) For Franc;:oise. the young
photograp her a nd student turned terrorist. to know more abou t the " revolution" than he ne eds to know, is to place
it s s uc cess in do ubt. To know the truth
is to kn ow too much: that it' s a tra p. Hi s
yo uthfu I idealism a nd romantic notion s
of the " revolution " are being exploited
for the benefit of the re cog nized
"enemy". The terrorist activities are
really a hi g h level co ns piracy to create a
social climate conducive to o ne po litic a l
party see king e lection. A disturbing
thou g ht , one of the few in the film , it' s
so me how a reminder of th e FRAP incident in th e Montreal E lectio n of 1970.
briefly detailed in Action. City officials
were a llowed th e ir acc usation s but the
FRAP party was denied its response.
No t th at a defen se would have ma de
much difference . At the time, it was very

co n ven ient th at the "revo lution "
should be found everywhere. And the
le ss a ny o ne knew to the contrary , the
better. That is as much the essence of
so met hin g like the War Measures Act as
it is of the Revolution .
It 's not knowing that gets you. (Les
Ordres) Doctor Je an- Marie Beauche min speaks for his four fellow prisoners
in the film and they, in turn , presumably
speak for the four hundred and fift y
others ac tually invol ved in the Quebec
Crisis . Beauchemin 's is the philosophical voice . rath er more di stanced in tone
from the immediacy of the experience
th a n the others'. And yet his words
a ppl y to a ll partie s to the Quebec Crisis:
the Governments, the public , the
media. the FLQ a nd the War Measures
Act pri so ners. eac h awaiting the next
development. For the ne xt kidnapping.
The next co mmunique. The ne xt
prime -time speech. The next wave of
arrests. The next two-in-the -morning
interrogation .
You know it's a mistake. (Les Ordres)
And in fact. the detention of Marie
Boudreau , wife a nd mother , was an
error . The others apparently were not.
Doctor Beauchemin, social worker
Claudette Du ssault , cab driver and
union man Clermont Boudreau and unemployed worker Richard Lavoie , all
are in jail for a reason . You don't even
know why. The orders exist only as pap-

ers in the hands of in vestigating oficials.
Whatever the reasons, the treatment of
the prisoners isn't exactly hospitable.
That the guards and officials take advantage of the orders for their own amusement, even to the limited extent that
they do in Les Ordres is a warning: something about man's inhumanity which
has little to do with the Quebec Crisis
directly. They are no more personally
involved in the events of the Crisis
than most of the prisoners . They happen to be on the safe side of the War
Measures Act. And they alone are not
to be held responsible, their orders come
from higher up. Michel Brault implicates everyone in general and no one in
particular for a situation which appears
to be beyond anyone's control. Of
course, it is not.
An accident is an accident. (Bingo) If
someone is killed by a bomb meant only
to "terrorize" , the "revolution" calls it
an accident. It's just the price that must
be paid. The same thinking, success at
all costs , supported the War Measures
Act. Let someone else pay the price. No
doubt the intentions of those behind the
War Measures Act were good, if that ' s
any consolation. Indeed , everyone's intentions in the Quebec Crisis were
probably good. Or so they thought.
There's still more to learn. When and
if more is revealed, and surely Les
Ordres would be a revelation to many of
those Canadians who will decline to see
it, then a reasoned interpretation of the
subject might be possible. To some extent and perhaps prematurely, Action
attempts just such an interpretation,
imposing a very logical, though uncommitted view on what, to this point,
cannot yet be understood in logical or
uncommitted terms. Robin Spry's calm
and even narration, like Michel Brault's
controlled and understated direction of
Les Ordres, belies the high emotion of
the Quebec Crisis. Action generally
confirms everything we want to believe:
it's not a film to disturb accepted views,
whatever and however many they may
be . To do that, it will take something
more. It might be the CBC's planned
fifth anniversary documentary. It might
be ano~her film like Les Ordres . It might
more lIkely be the accumulation of information in all forms and over many
year~ which will shape the eventual
readmgofthe Quebec Crisis .

Certainly no one won by the e vents of
1970. Some lost much more than others.
The media has done as well as any.
- Mark Miller

II Etait Vne Fois
Dans L'Est:
Dreams and Despair on the Main
Nice Neighbourhood, Montreal East.
Some call it home. among them the sad
and defeated people of Andre
Brassard's film, II Etait Une Fois Dans
L'Est: the old women in the back alley
tenements and the transvestites and lesbians who frequent Sandra's on the
Main.
Of course, II Etait Une Fois Dans
L'Est is no more a study of the Montreal
East than it is of gays and old women.
The subject is Quebec, Michel
Tremblay's Quebec, taken from his
many plays en piece s deta c hees (as one
of his titles describes it) and recreated
on film by Brassard. Tremblay's
Quebec is very much like the world at
Sandra's. It's easy to watch from a distance: there's a floors how , a parade of
dreams and illusions , much to our
amusement although not always to our
understanding.
The owner of Sandra's hates the gays
but admits that they ' re good for business. So they stay. In effect , he exploits
them without sympathy. They serve his
purpose, just as they serve Michel
Tremblay's dramatic needs. Tremblay
too, exploits them as metaphors of
Quebec and he can't be pleased with the
story that they must tell. Indeed when
Carmen , the cowgirl singer who is opening a week at Sandra's, obscurely remarks to the owner, "love stories never
were your thing" ,she could be speaking
to Tremblay himself. Certainly, II Etait
Une Fois Dans L'Est is not a love story.
Once upon a time in the East, there
were two generations of Quebecois, the
"past" and the '·present". The older of
the two , the woman of Tremblay's play
Les Belles Soeurs, gathers in the modest
apartment of Madame Lauzon to help
her paste the one million Gold Star trading stamps that she has just won. They
begin by stealing the stamps one book at
a time and end up ransacking the apartment. What else are friends for?
That same eventful day , the apparent , if not always actual children of Les

Belles Soeurs ready themselves for an
equally climactic evening at Sandra's.
Carmen is making her debut at the club.
Helene, once Queen of the Main, is
making her comeback. And Hosanna is
at last realizing his dream. There is to be
a drag ball with the theme, Famous
Women. Hosanna will be Elizabeth
Taylor as Cleopatra. Unknown to him,
so will everyone else,just for spite.
Other characters cross paths between
Madame Lauzon's and Sandra's including , in the film's most compelling vignette, a young waitress who dies on an
abortionist's table murmuring, "I came
into the world by the back door, but I
leave by the front". Indeed. Life was
never sweeter. La Dolce Vita.
Tremblay' s is a world without love.
It's also a world without men. There's
only Sandra's owner and significantly,
he lives off the avails of people acting out
illusions. This night. their dreams have
been replaced by despair. Only Carmen
survives the evening at Sandra's. She ' s
apparently Tremblay's hope for the future (and the subject of his next play,
Saint Carmen of the Main: she may get
hers yet).
It's difficult to consider the Brassard
film as distinct from the Tremblay
plays, and yet to think of them together
is not always to the good of either .
Without some background from the
plays, the film must seem rather obscure. Who are all of these people? On
film, they live in a void and are developed as characters with a few
throwaway details and references to
their respective plays which demand
further substantiation. I n the theatre.
the same characters are drawn in some
sort of context, usually domestic , and
are defined as much by their rfactions as
their actions. In his collaboration with
Brassard on the screenplay, Tremblay
has contrived to allow his " gang", as he
has called it. to le a ve the dramatic shelter of their plays and ride headstrong
together down the M a in on a w a ve of
de spair.
Between them , they ha ve don e the
plays a di sservice . It 's distress ing to
find , fo r exa mple , that Hele ne of En
Pieces Detachees is da ughter of one o f
Les Belles Soeurs, ni e ce o f La Duchess
De Langeais a nd ha ngs out at th e sa me
club with Ho sa nn a li stening to Ca rm e n
from A Toi, Pour Toujours, Ta Marie
C in e ma Ca nad a 65

