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Ahsurd exercise on paper 
hecomes intriguing on stage 

By l\lAHTIN l\1ALINA 

J EAN MORIN'S "Vive n~lIl· 
pcrcur," wh j c h opened 

1ast night al the Thëâtre de 
Quat'Sous. is a more inlerest­
ing play than il may seem on . .' . 
paper. 

1t lias a plot of sorts. A 
dccrcpit ald womnn (Denise 
Proulx) and 11er nicce (Chris­
tine Olivier) await UIC return 
of the wamants h u s ban d 
(Jacques Dcsnoy~rs) who, 20 
years carlier locked himscU 
in the bcdroom to bccomc an 
elcphant, and her SQn (Jean­
Louis MiIJeUe), for the past 
!I1fee years a hennit in the 
harn. 'fhe lwa womcn watch 
TV (mostly Guillemin lcelur­
îng on Napoleon) and fccd 
thcmsclvcs from an auto­
lI1i1tic, ovct'sizcd.· frequently ' 
out-of-order sandwich dis­

.penser. 
ln filet, cvcrything iu !hei!' 

sparse:ly Iurnishcd housc i~ 
ovcrsized. The table, the 
cha i 1".5, the tclcv jsion and 
{]owcr pol arc all 3 or 4 limes 
normal dimension, and the 
\Vornen èxist among them 
like Gulliver in Brobdingnag. 
. The men return, The son, 
\vc;:ring an "genu"ine'" ' bi:cor~ 
ncred hat [rom Napolcon's 
wardrobc, struts and poses , 
his right arm ostcntatiously 
hiddcn within the IapcIs of 
his coat, and plans a rool~ 
praof. invasion of Moscow 
(with hydrants on strecl cor~ 
ners and fire extingushers in 
every house!"). His falher' s 
2U·year exile also comes 10 
an end;' but the only thing the 
ald man !tas to show Ior il is 
R map of while hai[' . and a 
t\Vitching lail. 

Doting Mom has made a 
match for her son with his 
cousin Crassepure , wtW con~ 
fesses her love Ior him, but 
this Napoleon is an awkward 
suilor and muffs Ilis chance. 
He tells Crassebute she is 
ugly - "charmante mal::! 
laide" - abuses his molhcr 
.and crawls back inlo his 
mouse·ho!e of fanlasy. My 

son 'Ihe Empcror is llothing 
but a sexless cowi\rd. ln Ihe 
end he does lIlake an impas­
sioned attempl lo right mOlto 
lers hut this lime Hs the 
women's turn: 'Ihcy promptly 
escape into their respective 
rooms. 

This is "Vive l'Empereur" 
on paper, an absurd excrcise 
in theatrical metaphysics. On 
the Quat'Sous stage however, 
the piece lakes on intriguing 
aspects of an inlelJectual pup~ 
pet show, Wc drrive childlike 
p J e a sur efrom walehing 
things work, lrom discovering 
by ourse!ves the rules and 
lagie of Mor i n 's fanlaslie 
wor!d. Osn'l Ihat, laD, whal 
fascinatt's liS in Ionesco?) 
The sighl . nf ehairs 15 feel 
high and a man with the lai! 
of an e!ephanl is as unavoida­
hly amusing as a cilimpanœe 
on skates. 

Hui thcre's more lo "Vive 
rEmpereur" than sim p! e 
!';pcelacJe. Morin is a Quebce 
playwrighl and though he /Jas 
blown·up the faults in Qucbee 
society 10 "ahsurd" propor­
tions, tlley arc sUJl rcadi!y 
rccognizablc. We can idcntify 
among 1Iorin's JJlI!lpets sucl! 
familiar cilizens as lhe day~ 

. dreamér of military . and sex~ 

liaI li! 0 r y, tlle hen·peckcd 
husband, the houscwif~ on a 
TV·dinner diel, cle. The lar· 
gels of the playwrighl's al· 
lack are wilat he eonsidcrs 
Quebec's ma.lriarchy, the 
emaseulalion of the male and 
his puerile retreat inlo fan· 
lasy and violence, and the re­
sultan! brcakdown in eommu~ 
nication belween the sexes, 

Thal !lis message eomes 
through clearly at the 
Quat'Sous I[as much to do 
\Vith Paul Buissonneau's in~ 
spi rcd direction. Buissonneau 

.has hand!ed the lai e n t e d 
players wilh intelligence and 
thcy 'respond like raechorses 
to his genlle whip. ,lean-Louis 
MilleUe 1s particu!arly bril· 
liant i/l Ihe tit!c role, thou~h 
Denise Prou!x i~ ne<tl"ly as 
successful ilS his wh i n i n g 
molhcr. 
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