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Abstract

This paper aims to focus and set in context an approach to research on the literature of contemporary Montreal.  The doctoral research work aims to discover the way contemporary urban Canadian literature constructs space.  The particular focus is on the French-speaking metropolis of Montreal and, in this paper, on contemporary author Monique Proulx, who writes in the French language in Canada and so may be regarded as a Québécoise author.  The approach starts with, and moves on from twentieth-century work in French Studies on nineteenth century French literature which addresses the use of space.  In particular Colette Wilson’s 2004 work on the Emile Zola novel, L’Assommoir and the book-length study by Kristin Ross (1988) on the poetry of Arthur Rimbaud.  My research draws on these primarily as a way of using the theoretical writing of Henri Lefebvre to approach literary texts and also to situate my research in the tradition of twentieth-century French critical study. 

Introduction

The first section proposes that the researcher is able to treat a collection of literary texts as a corpus or archive of a particular geographical place and time by applying constraints to the selection of these texts.  In the case of my work, this corpus is: Montreal novels after 2000 and hence the culture is contemporary French-speaking urban Canada.  Then, by literary analysis, such as close-reading, I argue, we are able to form hypotheses concerning that culture’s organization of space.  I base this claim for the value of literary analysis on the critical approach taken by Ross (1988).  Her critical approach is illuminating about the society under study; in Ross’s case the society is: Paris in 1871 during the period of the Paris Commune
.  Ross evolves an analysis of the poetry of Arthur Rimbaud which is made to act as, in her words, “a kind of charting of social movement in geographic terms” (Ross 1988, 76).  Her approach then brings together literature as a lens for looking at social change, and more particularly the spatial distribution of power across a city.
The Methodology Explained and Developed

What purpose can a literary corpus serve in a research project?  What kind of methology can we elaborate?  Yannick Resch provides a starting point:
   Parce qu’elle exerce un travail critique sur les représentations et sur les langages sociaux, la littérature est une importante source de réflexion et de savoir sur l’état et le devenir des villes. Avec ses moyens propres, elle offre une manière de sociologie qualitative de la ville, et qui veut savoir ce qu’était Paris sous la Restauration dans la conscience même de ses habitants ne peut se passer de Balzac. On cherchera à répondre à des questions de ce type : comment les bouleversements récents passent-ils dans la littérature (et dans l’art) ? Comment les fictions contemporaines leur donnent-elles sens ? Comment les genres littéraires — et lesquels ? — se modifient-ils pour accueillir ces nouvelles thématiques ? Comment les nouveaux langages, sociolectes et argots s’insèrent-ils dans la langue littéraire ? Quels phénomènes sociaux sont retenus par les écrivains et les artistes ? Quels sont les personnages et les types littéraires qui, aujourd’hui, ont la maîtrise de l’espace urbain ? Cette maîtrise est-elle encore à l’actif d’un héros individuel (Rastignac, Javert) ou est-elle dévolue à des avatars héroïques plus étranges ou à des groupes aux contours indécis ou volatiles ? à l’inverse, quels sont, sur le plan symbolique, les figures incarnant une alternative ou une rupture relative par rapport aux formes établies de la gouvernance urbaine ?   (Resch, La Feuille AFEC 28 juin 2006)

Resch suggests that contemporary fiction can give meaning to the changes being experienced in urban lives since some social phenomena find their way into the work of writers and artists.  She suggests we look at which type of fictional character masters the urban space being described; are they individual heroes or heroines or new groupings?  What types of figure embody alternative power structures or breaks from the norm in urban control?  This methodology requires an understanding of the social sciences as well as the literary, in fact the history of Quebec, the economics, the architectural imperatives need to be noted and then viewed through the lens of the novel.  This section expands on this proposal and works through an illustrative example of this approach.

Since the novel form, at least for the corpus of twenty-first century Montreal metropolitan fiction, relies on its readers recognizing the city, the creative work may be regarded as an experiment in how the space of the city could be reorganized and inhabited.  The author, Proulx, for example, gives herself the freedom to move her characters around the city in ways that test the ground and show their mastery of the space in novel ways that tell us something more about Montreal society.  Proulx, like Nicholas Dickner in Nikolski and Nelly Arcan in Putain, uses existing street names and urban zone names and uses realistic trajectories for their characters so as to situate their works specifically in this recognisable city.
However, having established a credible textual image of Montreal at the beginning of the twenty-first century Proulx and others then move their figures around the urban space to try out news ways of living.  Thus the novelists’ experiments provide us with opportunities to reflect on the actions, situations, pressures and power structures for the real inhabitants of this city.
From this, and by simultaneously applying theoretical ideas emerging from the social and human sciences, this approach allows the researcher to hypothesise how social spaces may be negotiated in new and changing ways.

To illustrate this and to work through a particular theme let us take a theoretical idea from a twentieth century thinker on urban space, Henri Lefebvre.  In this methodological approach we will then need to elaborate and test Lefebvre’s idea using readings from economics and history appropriate to our period and geographical area, and finally attempt to focus these ideas within the chosen literary corpus to see if it yields useful findings or new ways of thinking. 

The idea from Lefebvre is that the city is as much a centre of consumption as it is a centre of accumulation (Lefebvre 2000, 111).  It consumes or burns, in Lefebvre’s rhetorical and politically-charged language, even the human labour which it draws from its hinterland.  In historical analyses of the growth of French-speaking cities this process of inward migration of labour is well documented and can be seen increasing as the industrialised age matures through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, (see Lodge 2004, 194-197), Anthony Lodge illustrates the growth of Paris in this way.  Please see his Figure 4, Figure 5 and Map 19, p.196, of the Paris suburbs  Lodge’s work shows how a population of around 1 million in Rimbaud’s Paris of 1871 grows to just under 3 million by 1931.  Along with Rimbaud’s verse, Emile Zola’s L’Assommoir is often considered the literary document of this massive urbanization, as attested in the recent work by Wilson (2004).
In Canada, in Quebec province and, more pertinently, in the city of Montreal itself, can we track any similar demographic movements that may be relevant to the study of post-2000 Montreal?  The introductory history of Quebec by Dickinson & Young alerts us to certain population shifts: ‘Across the 1980s and 1990s [anglophones] chose emigration from Quebec’ (Dickinson and Young 2003, 361).  At the same time, their history points out, that francophones are aware that the new economy, linking Quebec to North American markets, does business in English.  A different picture, then, begins to emerge concerning Montreal’s population shift.  Turning then to more detailed population figures for our period of study it becomes clearer that the demographic changes for Montreal at the turn of the twenty-first century are very different from Paris at the turn of the twentieth.
Background on Canadian Demography

Canada, the second largest country in the world has a population of 32 million people (3.5 inhabitants per square kilometre) making it also the least densely populated.  
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Urban growth has continued into the twenty-first century in Canada but this needs analysis and comment on the RMR figures (Note: the RMR are the metropolitan census regions):

En 2005, 65 % des Canadiens vivaient dans une des 27 régions métropolitaines de recensement (RMR) du pays. Un peu plus du tiers des Canadiens habitaient à Toronto, Montréal ou Vancouver.

De juillet 2003 à juillet 2004, le taux de croissance de l’ensemble des RMR s’est établi à 1,1 %, comparativement à 0,5 % pour les régions non métropolitaines.  (Statistique Canada 22-06-2006)
Statistique Canada also explains that the movement of people from one municipality to another reaches a 20 year low point in 2001. (Note: the decimal point is written in the French style as a comma in these figures)
Proportion des personnes nées à l'étranger :  Montréal

 1991 
 1996 
 2001

16,4 
17,8 
18,4    (Statistique Canada 22-06-2006)
The statistics show an ageing population become less mobile and not showing the same growth characteristics as the all-consuming Paris towards the end of the nineteenth century.  Dickinson and Young continue their analysis, showing that although SMEs (Small to Medium Employers) help create jobs in Quebec that over 70 per cent of them fail in a year.  Dickinson and Young draw attention to language-use issues at work and their effect on the growth of Montreal.  In the 1990s (Dickinson and Young 2003, 352) Anglophones and black graduates continued to the leave the province to seek employment elsewhere in Canada or in the United States.  These language-use statistics from 2001 show that French-language use at work is still much higher than English in Montreal city workplaces at the dawn of the new century:

Montréal 
 2001 Fréquence d'utilisation de la langue de travail

Anglais 
1 068 440 


Français 
1 729 840 (Statistique Canada 22-06-2006)
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A further component of demographic change is the growth of the number of economically-active women in the paid workforce.  In Québec Province, 2 million men and 1.8m women were in jobs at the start of 2007, out of a population of 6.3m over-15-year-olds. (Source : Statistique Canada, CANSIM, 2007-01-04).  This greatly affects the structure of the foyer, number and age-range of people sharing a single housing unit, since ‘family’ can no longer adequately describe people’s living arrangements.
However, the city’s ambitions to increase its urban space continued during this period of demographic slow down.  It is as if the devouring of human resource was still latent in the city’s character.  The fusion plan was hatched at the turn of the millennium.  Montreal city councillors launched the fusion plan to increase the urban space they could govern and tax.  Satellite towns and municipalities, like Kirkland, to the south-east of Montreal, would be fused into the urban metropolis, under this fusion plan.  However, the reaction of the small municipal councillors was to refuse this growth or incorporation with the slogan ‘Ne touchez pas à ma ville !’  See particularly the newsletter Info Kirkland (2000, 10-11).  The smaller councillors won out, overturning the fusion plan.
Seeing Changes in Space in the Metropolitan Novel

Equipped with these historical, political and economic readings we can return to the creative fiction and see these same forces at play.  Proulx’ novel Le coeur, (2002) is overshadowed by the loss of the heroine’s father, which is in line with the ageing population statistics we have seen for Montreal.  The independent characters of the mysterious novelist and those surrounding this character develop residences outside the metropolitan area, again echoing the demographic changes, and no net immigration gain occurs through the course of the novel.  The urban population remains static or slightly decreases.  
Not one of the novel’s generation and time, early 2000s, lives in an old nuclear family group.  This is contrasted clearly with the family group in which the heroine grew up, before the main action of the novel.  

The heroine, Florence, stands as a symbol of women’s shift in the urban economic space from unpaid work as carers into the paid workforce in one generation.  The caring of her dying father is transferred from her mother to the state-run hospital, while Florence participates as a worker in an SME.  She is of what some contemporary economists call the génération galère, born after 1954, post baby-boom, with no careers but rather a series of insecure non-unionised jobs with no prospect of a pension.  Tellingly, from a space point of view, she has no place of work, that is, no office, but must work in cafés or from her single occupancy apartment.  The male character of the mysterious novelist, whose age must place him in the baby-boomer generation rather than the génération galère, does make an attempt to remove Florence from the paid workforce, symbolically to become a carer but she masters the situation to remain economically active by the end of the novel.

A social realism is at work, therefore, but what additional and experimental questions does the creative work raise about the demography of Montreal in the first few years of the millennium?  
Perhaps one moment offers something in the novel, it concerns the relationships with the author of the dark novels, Gina Da Sylva, for whom Florence has designed a web-site (Proulx 2002, 94-95).  Gina’s work begins to find a new market, an Anglophone market for her French novels in translation.    Again, echoing the economic pronouncements of Dickinson and Young (see above).   In the novel this success is attributed (Proulx 2002, 90) to the 60 000 visitors her web-site has attracted, and the reason the visitors have found their way to the site is described in interesting spatial terms, reminiscent of Zola’s La Bête humaine set in 1869, when the new railways were shaping the growth of Paris by establishing undreamt of mobility with its hinterland Le Havre, and beyond to New York.  The quotation is Florence, the web-site designer heroine, in interior monologue:
Est-ce son génie, ou le mien, qui est en cause ?  Cette question n’aura jamais de sens.  Quand les aiguilleurs de trains font leur travail, les trains ne déraillent pas et les passagers sont contents.  Il n’y a plus d’aiguilleurs de trains en chair et en os.  Ils ont été remplacés par nous, les maîtres du mouvement infinitésimal, les dompteurs de puces microscopiques.  Les trains existent encore parce que nous agitons, propulsons, exaltons leur masse inerte.   (Proulx 2002, 90-91)

A key word that Proulx uses here in her extended metaphor is les aiguilleurs.  These are the workers who switch the points on the railway tracks to steer the moving trains to their required destination, a kind of ‘router’.  The skilled workers of this new market of new millennium Montreal are the new masters of the urban space as seen by Proulx, or at least Florence, which fulfils Resch’s question from the start of this paper.
It is a point which Elizabeth Grosz anticipates (Grosz 1995, 110), following her reading of Paul Virilio’s paper ‘The Overexposed City’ (Virilio 1986, 19): she explains ‘the collapsing of the workspace will clearly have major effects on the bodies of the city’s inhabitants.  The subject’s body will no longer be disjointedly connected to random others and objects through the city’s spatiotemporal layout […] this will fundamentally transform the ways in which we conceive both cities and bodies; and their interrelations. (Grosz 1995, 110).   Proulx portrays characters: a novelist and her readers, a web-site designer and her clients as having this new, more complex link with each other across the city.  It is a change that Ross detects through her reading of Henri Lefebvre (Ross 1988, 41): ‘In the midst of this disintegration sprang up new networks and systems of communication solidifying small groups’.
The Post-Bauhaus Architecture of Montreal

Lefebvre draws attention to the dramatic change in the purpose of urban construction after the 1920s decade of Bauhaus, he mentions the work of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (b. March 27, 1886 – d. August 17, 1969).  Van der Rohe built the Westmount Square complex in Montreal opened on 13 December 1967.  Working at the same time were Ieoh Ming Pei (b. Suzhou, China April 26, 1917) in collaboration with local architect, Ray Affleck; they are credited with the beginnings of Montreal’s famous Underground City, or ‘le réseau de passages piétonniers souterrains’.  Pei and Affleck erected a 45-storey tower at La Place Ville-Marie (sometimes called simply, La Place Ville-Marie, and sometimes called l'édifice de la Banque Royale) between 1958 and 1960 piercing the ground with vast, square light-wells so that shops, restaurants and other commercial amenities could be built beneath the towers.  It is a design idea that Pei repeats in his Louvre pyramid project of 1989 in Paris.
In 1961 this type of construction of towers sitting astride semi-subterranean zones lit by light-wells led to the development of ‘le complexe Desjardins’, which is important in Proulx’s creative imagination in the novel Le coeur.    It is also an important piece of francophone urban space creation, both in the architectural sense and in Lefebvre’s more politicised notion of space production.  The Desjardins Complex was conceived between 1961 and 1971 by the firm La Haye-Ouellet urbanistes-conseils.  When building commenced all the companies contracted to the project were deliberately of Québécoise origin; furthermore, all the plans, reports and estimates were written in the French language.  Desjardins was opened 3rd April 1976 in the presence of the Québec premier ministre, Robert Bourassa and the mayor of the City of Montreal, Jean Drapeau.  A new zone of Montreal’s Underground City was thus inaugurated, this time francophone and Québécoise.  Proulx sets a scene of near fantasy in this mall or Underground City (pp.219-229) where her narrator-heroine, Florence seems to see the ghost of her dead father, Pepa.  
Seeing her father’s ghost in Montreal’s Underground City creates a linking image to a much earlier description of her father’s behaviour in the family when Florence was growing-up.  Pepa is always silent during family meal times and always retires quickly from the meal table to his underground den.  When underground, like this, he is even more inaccessible to Florence, the child, and even more out of communication with her.  Back in the present time-frame of the novel, the dramatic driver for the underground mall scene, too, is Florence’s thwarted attempt to communicate with Pepa.
Florence’s relationship with Pepa creates a space in a vertical topography , to use Ross’s term.  The underground space, although drawing in Florence, always fail to yield what she is seeking.  She is seeking the words from the title of the novel.  This creates a space in urban Montreal which this key character does not master, in Resch’s use of the term.  The un-mastered space is the francophone space, built and peopled by the generation who conceived of le complexe Desjardins, that emerging working-class generation who mastered the Quiet Revolution in Quebec of the late 1960s.
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� Ross explains the time frame thus: “Class antagonism that had smoldered under authoritarian social measures of the Second Empire [the imperial Bonapartist regime of Napoleon III from 1852 to 1870] intensified; on March 18, 1871, workers, many of them women who had borne the brunt of the hardships of the long Prussian siege of Paris [September 19, 1870 to January 28, 1871, bringing French defeat in the Franco-Prussian War], revolted.  For seventy-three days a largely leaderless revolutionary government declared Paris an autonomous Commune and set about the free organisation of its social life – free, that is, except for the constant threat of military reprisal from the “official” army at Versailles, which was to come, in the form of unprecedented carnage, in the final week of May [1871].”  Ross (1988, 5).





