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Above: Novelist and director, Jacques Godbout.
Below: His great uncle Adélard Godbout, c.1942.



a man who was the premier of the
province for five tumultuous years dur-
ing the Second World War.

The premier that his‘tn'\r}-’ has ignored is
Adélard Godbout, and he is Godbout's
great uncle. Godbout, the elder, attained
his highest ve office in 1939 in an
re of high drama caused by the
European crisis that led to the Second
a Liberal, élard
Godbout was a supporter of Mackenzie
King, the prime minister of Canada, and
a royalist in sympathy with the British
cause. When Britain declared war on
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swelling the ranks of Canada’s tiny
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harboured a deep-seated hatred of the
English, the people who had dominated
them for over 200 years. Like the Irish,
they preferred to remain neutral. Of
course, many Québécois voluntarily
joined Canada’s wartime effort, but
Adélard Godbout realized that a I:
number of his provincial constituents
wanted to stay out of the European con-
flict. In Traitre ou patriote, Jacques
Godbout investigates that time, which
many of his fellow Québécois would pre-
fer to ignore. Immersing himself in the
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conscription in Quebec. This was a motherhood issue for
many, and Godbout was preceived to have failed the test. For
the young Jacques Godbout, his great-uncle’s defeat was a
source of humiliation that still rankles him after all these
years. In a revealing conversation with Montreal journalist
Josh Freed, Godbout reacts with a “c’est ca” to his friend’s
comment that Traitre ou patriote is really about Jacques and not
about Adélard. We learn very little about Adélard’s personal
life in the film. It is Jacques whom we learn to care about, and
it is his determined image, as filmmaker and relative, that
remains the potent icon in this revealing documentary.

Although he is now in his mid-sixties, the ever vigorous
Godbout quickly followed Traitre ou patriote with another doc-
umentary made for television, Anne Hébert. This film is a lov-
ing tribute to the woman who died last year and who is the
finest exemplar of modern literature in Quebec. Godbout had
known Hébert since the late 1950s when he embarked on his
literary and filmmaking career and she was writing poems,
novels and the occasional script for the NFB. They remained in
contact with one another even though Hébert chose to reside
in Paris.

It was during her time in France that Hébert came into her
own as a novelist. Godbout points out that Hébert could best
recall Quebec while in self-imposed exile. Among her finest
works were Kamouraska and Les Fous de bassan both of which
were made into films, the former by Claude Jutra in 1973 and
the latter by Yves Simoneau in 1987. Godbout’s documentary
quotes from both works as well as other Hébert books. As
much as possible, Godbout uses footage of Hébert discussing
her own work, a very successful strategy since the novelist
proved, over and over again, to be a charming and attractive
subject.

As a writer himself, Godbout is uniquely situated to produce
a documentary on a celebrated author. He had already done so
twice in his career, creating a fine profile of his tragic colleague
Hubert Aquin who committed suicide in 1977 (Deux episodes
dans la vie d’'Hubert Aquin, 1979), and a respectful portrait of
the Quebec writer and artist who was known as Will James
(Alias Will James, 1988). He is able to link the writer with the
text, involving the audience with the question: Why were
these works created? Godbout’s theme in many of his novels,
such as the Galarneau books, as well as his films, is the search
for a Quebec identity. Anne Hébert found herself far from
home in Paris; so did Will James (born Ernst Dufaux), who
remade himself as a cowboy in the American West. Quebec,
Godbout seems to be saying, is a society in search of an iden-
tity beyond that of a defeated, humiliated people.

Throughout his intermingled career, Godbout has played out
this quest. Increasingly, his search has become personal. How
will it end? Only time, and perhaps more novels and films,
will reveal the ending of Godbout’s own mysterious quest.

Marc Glassman
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