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Textual Stratification and Functions of Orality in Theatre Mathilde Dargnat Celui qui crée l'image ne saurait entrer dans l'image créée par lui-même. (Bakhtine in Belleau 1986: 221) Whoever creates the picture cannot come into it. Tout est possible au théâtre. (Tremblay 1998: 65) Anything is possible in theater.



1. Introduction In this chapter, I study how a spoken variety of French is used in a corpus of five plays of the Quebecois writer Michel Tremblay: Les Belles-Sœurs (1968), Bonjour, Là, Bonjour (1974), L’Impromptu d’Outremont (1980), Le Vrai Monde? (1987) and Encore une Fois, si Vous Permettez (1998) (from now on, BS, BL, IO, LVM, EF). I exploit two main observations. First, social and literary ideas about language work as filters on the represented linguistic usage, here the Quebec Vernacular French (QVF from now on). The real linguistic data are taken from two Montreal French language corpora: Sankoff-Cedergren and Montréal 841. Second, a writer who uses fictional spoken language in his texts, can nonetheless also transcribe a more standard linguistic usage. In addition, he can differentiate linguistically between several character types, according to social or metaliterary criteria. Characters can indeed be perceived through their linguistic usage and/or according to their position in the textual structure, that is, their status in the fictional hierarchy. The chapter is divided into two main parts. In section 2, I first recall some relevant aspects of the history of French in Quebec and of Michel Tremblay’s situation in the Quebecois literature. Next, I show that, before analyzing the role of linguistic peculiarities (i.e. marks of spoken speech) in the texts, one has to take into account the complex process of categorization involved in the representation of a linguistic variety, namely the QVF. Understanding this categorization is crucial in order to pinpoint the relevant phenomena in the texts. Section 3 contains the details of the corpus-based statistical analysis and its stylistic interpretation in the five plays, in terms of textual (enunciative2) stratification and plot structure.
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2. Literary categorization and representation of vernaculars Circumscribing a linguistic variety is a complex process of categorization. It cannot consist in grasping or shedding light on, a ready-made object present in the real world. I put special emphasis on the social criteria that define the characters-speakers, on the importance of the language image and on the “décalage des registres” [register discrepancy] (Anis 1981: 20) at work whenever spoken phenomena are transposed into writing. Before considering the corpus-based analysis, it useful to recall some relevant aspects of the history of French in Quebec and of Michel Tremblay’s situation in the Quebecois literature. 2.1. Michel Tremblay and the Quebec linguistic dilemma Michel Tremblay is one of the most famous contemporary Quebecois writers. He has in particular published many plays, novels, narratives, and some translations of other play writers (see in particular Boulanger 2001, David and Lavoie 1993, Piccione 1999). His work is also translated into several languages. At the beginning of his career, and especially when his first play Les BellesSœurs was staged in 1968, he was associated with a kind of linguistic and sociopolitical war. Indeed, from the end of the fifties to the end of the sixties, the Quebec underwent a genuine revolution, the Révolution Tranquille [The Quiet Revolution], which concerned political, cultural and ideological domains simultaneously, like in other countries during the same period (e.g. Mai 68 in France). Interestingly, in Quebec the debate about Quebecois identity focused on the language question. This question is of course linked to the political situation of the Province, from its first colonial status at the end of sixteenth century to its subsequent alternating situations as a French or a British colony during the following centuries. For space reasons, and also because it is not the central subject of the chapter, I do not deal here with this long period (for a survey, see Plourde 2000). Nevertheless, it is important to remark that French Canadian people had a complex identity very soon in their history: on one side, they have to ‘defend’ themselves against their English Canadian neighbors, and on the other side, they had to ‘defend’ their specific identity against France, the ‘MèrePatrie’ who abandoned them to the British Crown during the nineteenth century. In addition to its many symbolic consequences, using French language also appeared as a kind of dilemma. It was felt necessary not to be ‘assimilated’ by the Canadian English, but it proved also problematic, because Canadian French and European French had diverged on several points during centuries.
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When Michel Tremblay began to write, the tension created by this dilemma was strong. Although a number of writers did not consider it acceptable to use English, he was also reluctant to stick to ‘standard’ (i.e. normative) French, unlike many of his predecessors, and preferred to express the Quebecois linguistic identity through the use of QVF. The shock created by BS was caused by the fact that Michel Tremblay did not hesitate to incorporate into the language of his characters various anglicisms and swearwords (‘sacres’) that were part of the Quebecois vernacular, dubbed ‘Joual’ and held in disrepute at the time. He thereby paved the way for using the vernacular as an esthetic resource in its own right. (Concerning the ‘Joual’, see in particular Daoust 1983, Dargnat 2002, 2006, Gauvin 2000: 124-126, Gervais 2000, Larose 2003: 155203, Laurendeau 2004). 2.2. A corpus-based construction of the linguistic referent Following Françoise Gadet, one can assume that: Une definition sociologique [du français populaire] se fait par un faisceau de traits variables: profession, niveau d’études, habitat, revenus… [Les] locuteurs du français populaire seront definis comme les individus caractérisables comme: profession ouvrière ou assimilée, niveau d’étude réduit, habitat urbain, salaire peu élevé, niveau de responsabilité dominé. (Gadet 1997: 24-25) [One can work out a sociological definition of the French vernacular using a bundle of variable features: profession, academic level, housing, income … Speakers of the French vernacular are also defined as persons who are characterized as: working class or equivalent, low academic level, urban housing, low salary, socially dominated.]



With this initial categorization as a starting-point, I have selected about twenty interviews from the Sankoff-Cedergren and Montreal 84 corpora. The informants are speakers who correspond to the mentioned sociolinguistic profile for the French vernacular in the Quebec society between the sixties and the eighties. These data constitute a reference corpus for the characters’ way of speaking in the plays of Michel Tremblay. Critics are in the habit of saying that most of his characters borrow the French Montreal lower class3 way of speaking. Comparing a corpus of spontaneous speech with a corpus of fictive speech is admittedly very useful for a fine-grained comparison, but it is nonetheless insufficient for explaining the vernacular effect in literature. On reading it appears indeed (i) that the written language is quite softened and nonsystematic according to the real spoken usage it is supposed to represent, and (ii) it is not easy to discriminate in practice which feature pertains specifically to the QVF. In fact, we have to take into account heterogeneous phenomena, including metaplasmic anglicisms4 (i.e. les bécosses [ 
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