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Poetry and Polemics: The
Confederation Group of Canadian
Poets in Jacques Ferron’s La nuit

by Susan M. Murphy

Jacques Ferron’s La nuit,! a short novel published by the Editions Parti pris
in 1965, is remarkable for its English-Canadian “reference.” It is in fact
the first French-Canadian novel to feature an English-Canadian protago-
nist identified as having been born and brought up in Quebec interacting
with a French-Canadian protagonist.> While this aspect may in retrospect
appear less than surprising—after all, contacts between the two major lin-
guistic groups in Quebec’s increasingly urbanized society had multiplied
after the First World War, a process accelerated during the Révolution tran-
quille, in full swing when La nuit appeared—it nevertheless marks an
important step in the evolution of Quebec literature. What truly astonishes
even the twenty-first-century reader, however, is the presence in this mid-
twentieth-century Quebec French-language work of an “‘English-Cana-
dian’ literary code” (Olscamp, “Les confitures de coings” 165) that refer-
ences the nineteenth-century Confederation Group of Canadian poets. La
nuit thus offers a rare French-Canadian example of Canadian literary
“crossing-over,” where the text is the field of encounter not only of char-
acters from the two linguistic groups but also of their literatures, proving
the continued verity of Charles G.D. Roberts’s observation (in the 1890
Introduction to his translation of Les anciens Canadiens) that “the point of
contact between the two races in Canada is at the present day as rich a field
for the romancer as de Gaspé found it at the close of the old régime.”
Indeed, La nuit is a landmark in the history of the textualisation of the
English language in Quebec literature because of its first-time-ever incor-
poration of English-Canadian poetry into a French-language text.* This
striking innovation surprisingly received no critical commentary during
the work’s first reception; that it later became the subject of a rare unanim-
ity amongst Quebec critics was no doubt due in large part to the then socio-
political (post-October Crisis) context and to Ferron’s public commitment
to Quebec sovereignty.® Thus, Guy Monette’s 1983 judgment that Ferron’s






